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Abstract 
Factors Positively Influencing Persistence and Program Completion for Nontraditional 
Students Enrolled at a For-Profit Postsecondary Institution 
 
Kristine MacDonald, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, November 2017 
Chairperson: Jennifer Adams 
 
 For-profit institutions grew exponentially in population and demand in higher 
education in the 21st Century, yet have met tough times recently. With expedited, job-
specific programs; flexible classes; no extracurricular activities; and the options of 
students earning certificates, diplomas or even associate’s degrees; these schools are 
attractive to nontraditional learners.  Nontraditional students are typically over the age of 
24, predominantly female working single mothers, enrolled in school part-time, have a 
GED rather than high school diploma and many are the first in their families to attend any 
kind of postsecondary education.  This nontraditional population accounts for 70 percent 
of students enrolled in for-profit postsecondary institutions; however, only approximately 
30 percent of those students end up graduating from those programs.   
Using a mixed-methods case study approach to examine one campus of a for-profit 
institution with 42 locations across the United States, this study sought to ultimately find 
out what nontraditional students attending for-profit colleges felt they needed in order to 
persist, graduate and succeed. When all of these findings are viewed collectively, it 
illustrates that for-profit institutions can be doing more in order to make their students 
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feel more valued and cared for by implementing programs and procedures to help their 
students succeed. These research findings indicate that for a nontraditional student to 
succeed at a for-profit institution, they need to be encased by support from all school 
personnel. With varying home situations, these students need to feel that if they are 
supported nowhere else, that their school is a safe place for them to be emotionally and 
receive the guidance, sensitivity and understand that they need. Academically, 
nontraditional students need targeted, differentiated instruction with practical and hands-
on examples, and supplemental tools to assist them in their comprehension of the 
material. In addition to these elements in the classroom, nontraditional students need 
flexibility in their schedules to retain information and have more access to instructors 
during the week to ask them questions. Not only do they need flexibility within their 
schedules, but they also need to receive their schedules weeks in advance to their next set 
of classes in order to arrange their work and childcare schedules. Finally and most 
importantly, nontraditional students need and rely on structure and consistency within 
their programs, schedules, classes and externships or clinical rotations. This enhances 
their time management abilities and eradicates any feelings of chaos. 
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Preface 
 Every day, Amber walked into class at least 10 minutes late and occupied a seat in 
the last row of the room.  Her hardened face, tightened jaw lines and disconnected 
posture signified that she detested being in class.  She was moody and blunt with her 
classmates and teachers and constantly spoke of potentially being violent towards anyone 
who stood in her way or caused her issues.  Yet her assessments were near spotless.  She 
always communicated in a professional, considerate and constant manner.  Most 
instructors wrote her off as a bully and complained about her lackadaisical attitude 
towards school as she constantly arrived late to every morning class, but the pieces didn’t 
seem to fit. 
 After weeks of observing her attitude in class and opening the lines of 
communication, she finally trusted one teacher.  Amber revealed that she was 27-years-
old with four children under the age of 6.  She drove 60 miles to school each day, making 
three separate stops to drop all but one child at school or day care, but they did not open 
until 8 a.m., making it near impossible to be in class for its 8:30 a.m. start.  Issues with 
her children’s fathers and her own family had left her hardened and untrusting and 
regularly a new problem arose when finding someone to watch her youngest child.  
Though one of the fathers lived with her and was helpful, he wasn’t the father to all of 
her children, they were no longer in a relationship, and he could not drive due to legal 
matters, which made things stressful at times.  His inability to drive forced her into the 
role of breadwinner of the household, necessitating she work overnight full time every 
day of the week to provide for her children and afford school.  Despite all of these 
obstacles, she never missed a deadline or assignment, scored very well on them and 
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always knew what was happening in the classroom.  She was determined to enter the 
nursing field and make a better life for herself and her family.  She swore to herself that 
her children were to never have the life she had. 
 In the months that passed, Amber’s teachers had heard of her past behaviors and 
judged her based on that reputation.  Unfortunately, many teachers saw her as a problem 
student rather than who she really was.  Though she became pregnant again halfway 
through her 18-month program which would give her an associate’s degree and licensure 
as a practical nurse, she missed just one week of school after baby number five entered 
her life.  At times during her pregnancy, she would be late to clinical rotations due to 
appointments or her other children.  Despite notifying her instructors and willing to make 
up the time, she would be turned away when she arrived at her clinical site after the 
extensive trek.  The teachers’ and program director’s policies on being late to clinical all 
differed.  With no support, no clear directives or consideration for her needs from the 
department despite her pleas, with her expenses growing and her time management 
faltering, she chose to end her dream and drop out of school mere months before 
finishing.  No one has tried to get Amber back.  And she is just one student in a sea of 
many with a story like this. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
Introduction to the Problem 
Unfortunately it is rare lately for students to complete a postsecondary program in 
the slated time, if they even graduate at all.  Two problems that contribute to this are 
students taking longer to complete their degrees or students just dropping out altogether.  
In 2013, only 32 percent of students enrolled at for-profit schools ended up graduating 
within six years, though most programs are only supposed to last no more than two years 
(“Fast,” 2016).  Public institutions, however, graduate 58 percent of their students and 65 
percent of students graduate from private non-profit institutions in the same time frame, 
though students are typically seeking four-year degrees (“Fast,” 2016).  On average, 
students are taking five to six years to complete programs (Bell, 2012). Nationally, only 
43.7 percent of students enrolled in a for-profit institution complete their program in three 
years or less; this is approximately 20 percent lower than 32 years ago (“2014,” 2014).   
Retaining and graduating students is a serious issue for all sectors of higher 
education, but moreso at for-profit schools because their main student demographic are 
adults, who have different learning needs and personal circumstances than traditional 
college students.  Approximately 750,000, or more than half, of the students enrolled in a 
for-profit school between 2008 and 2009 had dropped out without a degree by 2010 
(“Fact,” 2015).  A 2012 report based on a two-year-long investigation of 30 for-profit 
schools conducted by the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee 
found that 62.9 percent of students enrolled in associate’s degree programs and 38.5 
percent enrolled in certificate programs in 2008-09 left before earning a degree and most 
students only lasted four months before dropping out (Hayes, 2012). 
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When nontraditional students’ personal lives combined with school pressures 
become overwhelming, they typically leave school.  Some take time off and return, thus 
lengthening their program completion, whereas some never return at all and lose the 
opportunity to develop new skills.  Though nontraditional students enroll in community 
colleges and universities, they are predominantly enrolling in schools with short, skill-
based programs that get them into the workforce faster, as for-profit schools do (Bell, 
2012; “For-profit,” 2013). 
With a population of predominantly nontraditional students, most for-profit 
colleges experience high attrition rates when external pressures seemingly leave students 
with no other choice other than to terminate their enrollment.  These nontraditional 
students, or approximately 73 percent of all students enrolled in a for-profit 
postsecondary institution, are considered nontraditional students (Ross-Gordon, 2011).  
Nontraditional students account for 63 percent of all college students in all sectors and 
that is projected to rise to 86 percent by 2019 (Bell, 2012).  To be considered a 
nontraditional student, the literature agrees that a student meets at least one of seven 
characteristics (“Definitions,” 2016).  Typically, these students are over the age of 24, 
predominantly female, many are the first in their family to go to college, usually are 
single parents, are working and juggling the demands of home and school while trying to 
navigate an academic environment many have not been in for years (“Definitions,” 
2016).   Nearly 65 percent of the average students attending a for-profit college are over 
the age of 25 and female, and 22 percent of that population is African American 
(Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2013).  Only 75 percent of these students have a high school 
diploma while the other 25 percent hold a General Education Development degree, or 
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GED (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2013).  Additionally, nearly 30 percent of students are 
single parents (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2013) and a significant majority of students are 
First-Generation Students, or FGS (Engle & Tinto, 2008). 
Unfortunately, many of the challenges nontraditional students face when trying to 
complete their programs in any sector of higher education lead them to drop out. Several 
issues have been identified as possible reasons nontraditional students leave for-profit 
schools before completion.  One issue leading to a lack of retention is a student feeling 
unprepared (Barton, & Donahue, 2010).  Inside the classroom, many nontraditional 
learners have difficulties acclimating to an academic setting like the adjustment to new 
expectations and rules, unfamiliarity with institutional resources and the intimidation of 
building rapport with teachers and classmates, especially if they have been out of school 
for a while (Lawrence, 2000; Barton & Donahue, 2010).  They typically do not 
participate verbally in class or ask questions out of fear of being perceived as stupid 
(Lawrence, 2000).  These issues, while experienced in all institutions, are exacerbated at 
schools with accelerated programs like for-profit colleges because nontraditional students 
are not provided the proper transitional or support skills, but these issues can be 
addressed through early intervention (Higgins, 2010).  Many studies support mentoring 
or first-year seminar courses to help nontraditional students.  Studies show that when 
students feel connected to their school, have clear goals and they feel supported, 
statistically they will succeed beyond their first year and develop persistence to complete 
their program (Higgins, 2010).   
Nontraditional learners also struggle with technology unlike their traditional 
counterparts (Gordon, Quick, & Lyons, 2009).  Depending on the student’s age and 
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previous experience with technology, they may be more apprehensive and intimidated to 
utilize technology or seek remediation than their younger counterparts (Gordon, Quick, & 
Lyons, 2009).  While integrating computers, online portals or cloud-based learning can 
be beneficial to any learner, depending on the student’s age, background and previous 
exposure to technology, these avenues may be intimidating if introduced all at once 
because many current nontraditional students did not grow up with technology to the 
extent of the current generation of undergraduates (Gordon, Quick, & Lyons, 2009).  
Ultimately these technologies can enhance the learning experience for nontraditional 
students, but not before they are ready (Gordon, Quick, & Lyons, 2009). 
For a majority of nontraditional students, the demands of school, work and 
personal life combined with sometimes a lack of support can lead students to think 
dropping out is the easiest solution (Ross-Gordon, 2011).  Most nontraditional students 
have a low self-esteem based on previous failures, limited skills, prior bad experiences, 
negative feelings about their age and how long they have been out of school, and poor 
support systems (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  It is especially difficult for a nontraditional 
student to feel supported at home when they are the first in their family to go to college.  
These FGS students don’t have anyone at home who can truly understand what they are 
going through (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  At for-profit colleges, which offer programs that 
can range from six months to nearly three years, 32 percent of low-income, FGS students 
left after the first year of enrollment of their two-year program and by 2014, only 59 
percent of the originally enrolled students earned some kind of completion award like a 
certificate or associate’s degree (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Studies conducted by Lawrence 
(2000), Ross-Gordon (2011), O’Neill and Thomson (2013) and Perna (2016) all show a 
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correlation between a nontraditional student’s self-esteem and thoughts of dropping out 
of school. 
An additional issue contributing to attrition is a lack of student resources offered 
by the school.  In order for the school to charge competitive tuition, yet still generate a 
profit, for-profit colleges do not provide any extras like student clubs or programs, 
tenured faculty, or research, and are typically run from rented office buildings 
(“Proprietary,” 2004).  Additionally, most for-profits have standardized curriculum which 
is written by corporate entities and includes the syllabi and lesson plans for every course 
in every program, thus reducing the preparation time of the faculty, who are 
predominantly part-time and underpaid (Rubin, & Kazanjian, 2011; “Proprietary,” 2004).  
This would seem appealing; however, this eliminates differentiated instruction and leaves 
instructors with less autonomy to creatively target their students. 
Reducing attrition for for-profit institutions is important because student tuition is 
what keeps these schools in business (“The,” 2015).  Table 1 provides characteristics of 
for-profit postsecondary institutions.  This sector of higher education is run by 
corporations, stakeholders or investors and operates solely to earn money for those 
financiers (“The,” 2015).  These colleges are entirely funded through student tuition, 
federal student loans and Pell Grants (Bennett, Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010).  For the 2009-
2010 school year, these institutions received $32 billion in federal grants and loans (“For-
profit,” 2013).  From 2011 to 2012, enrollment at for-profit colleges dropped by 7.2 
percent which can equate to nearly $4.3 billion in lost profits with an average tuition for 
an associate’s degree program of $40,000 per student (“Fact,” 2015).  Maintaining 
retention is pivotal for non-profit institutions as they utilize a word-of-mouth marketing 
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strategy as done in the business world; this means a large number of new enrollments are 
mainly referred to for-profit schools from current or former students (Kumar, Peterson, & 
Leone, 2007).  With overall enrollment and in turn profits declining, it is imperative for 
for-profit institutions to retain their students to maintain financial solvency.   
Considering all of these factors, this study will examine what students specifically 
state they struggle with, what may lead them to consider dropping out, reasons they may 
not be graduating on time, and what could be done to retain and graduate students from 
for-profit colleges.  According to the current literature, research about nontraditional 
students regarding struggles, retention and persistence has only been focused at the four-
year and community college levels or only focused on traditional students, thus this 
research can fill a significant void in the current climate of professional curricular 
practice at for-profit postsecondary institutions.  This research is significant not only to 
fill a void in current literature, but to understand a growing undergraduate population 
across all collegiate sectors.  When stakeholders can understand their students’ needs, 
struggles, and wants, they can thus implement changes to enroll, sustain and graduate 
more students. 
Table 1 
Key Characteristics of For-Profit Postsecondary Schools 
Funding Only funding comes from student tuition, loans students take out to 
pay tuition, Pell Grants, or GI Bills 
Governance Overseen by individual campus presidents, but everything run, created 
and governed by a corporate structure of people mainly trained in 
business 
Students Predominantly over the age of 24, female, with children, working at 
least one job, have more GEDs than high school diplomas, are the 
first in their family to attend any type of college 
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Teachers Predominantly adjunct, paid only for teaching time so not 
compensated for class preparation or grading, not compensated for 
student tutoring or mentoring 
Curriculum Typically standardized, meaning it is developed and written by the 
corporate body so all students learn the same thing the same way and 
teachers don’t need to prepare 
Programs Offer certificate and diploma programs, associate’s degrees and 
sometimes bachelor’s degrees 
Tuition $14,000 to $40,000 per year yet only $3,000 spent per student 
Examples of 
Schools 
Corinthian Colleges (now closed), University of Phoenix (some 
closures), DeVry University, McCann School of Business (some 
closures), Capella University 
 
Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
Nontraditional students at brick and mortar for-profit postsecondary institutions 
face numerous struggles that can ultimately lead them to dropping out of school.  This 
leaves the student without a degree, job-specific skills and high debt, and the institution is 
left with waning profits.  Developing a better understanding of what nontraditional 
students need to persist at for-profit institutions and possibly instituting systems to 
address these issues could change all that.  For this study, students enrolled in a face-to-
face program at a brick and mortar for-profit school were chosen because the site’s 
hybrid program is still in its infancy and the corporation’s fully online program is quite 
small.  This study has the potential to benefit the students themselves and the institution. 
 
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose 
The purpose of this research is to discover, from the students’ perspectives, what 
support or resources nontraditional students need at a for-profit college to help them 
graduate. This study will examine what differentiates nontraditional students from the 
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traditional undergraduate population and what personal obstacles nontraditional students 
face that could compromise their persistence. Additionally, this study will explore 
resources nontraditional students feel they need from the school and personnel in order to 
build their self-esteem and skills, resulting in persistence and finally completing their 
program.  Very little research has been done in the for-profit postsecondary sector, 
necessitating a study examining what students feel they need to persist and graduate.  
During the 2008-2009 school year, 2,900 postsecondary institutions in the United States 
were private for-profit colleges, which accounts for 40 percent of all postsecondary 
schools in the country (Bennett, Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010).  This number rose to just 
over 3,000 institutions by 2015 (“2015,” 2015).  This collegiate sector is playing a 
significant role in higher education, especially for nontraditional students (“2015,” 2015).  
Some schools have implemented retention strategies steeped in research like 
comprehensive orientation, financial aid assistance, conducting focus groups to monitor 
students’ progress and needs, and having a student success committee (Rodeman, 2014).  
These efforts all demand a deep understanding of the institutions’ students and have 
proven successful, when the school is committed to leadership that demonstrates caring 
and assessing the needs of the students (Rodeman, 2014). Unfortunately, this is not 
common practice among all for-profit schools as it requires additional time, committees 
and funding (Rodeman, 2014). 
Significance 
With nearly 73 percent of enrolled postsecondary students at for-profit schools 
falling into the nontraditional student demographic (Ross-Gordon, 2011), most 
proprietary colleges experience high attrition rates when external pressures seemingly 
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leave students with no other choice other than to terminate their enrollment, making this 
line of research, of understanding these struggles to prevent attrition, very significant 
(DeAngelo, 2014).  While creating successful, contributing members of society is any 
institution’s goal, this study can also be significant for the business side of the for-profit 
industry. Retaining students is a major issue for all postsecondary institutions, primarily 
from the first to the second year, when attrition rates are the highest (DeAngelo, 2014).  
This is of particular concern for for-profit colleges because they can only operate if 
students are enrolled, as their only source of income is student tution.  They do not 
receive any state or federal funding as other higher education sectors do, making this 
study of interest to corporate entities running these schools. 
While some schools have lost enrollment based on accreditation or unethical 
financial practices, most have seen the decline from students dropping out.  “Under the 
old model, schools boosted enrollment by getting students – generally working adults 
seeking a quick career jump-start – in the door, often with little regard for whether they 
eventually earned a degree” (Korn, 2012, para. 8).  Because for-profit postsecondary 
institutions have gained negative publicity in recent years, implementing programs to 
help students succeed based on this research can help shift the perspective that these 
schools are seen as institutions of learning and not merely businesses.  University of 
Phoenix instructor Christopher G. Stanglewicz attributes some students dropping out of 
school because they get overwhelmed by the large amount of work that is required of 
them to be done in such a short period of time (Dillon, 2007).  These statements support 
the absolute need for this research to be conducted – not only in an attempt to save the 
students, but to save the schools as well. 
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Each student has a very individualized path to success, especially nontraditional 
learners, which is why this study will be defined based on the students’ perspectives. 
Discovering what tools students need to succeed and implementing programs to help 
them achieve that success at for-profit schools can increase retention benefitting the 
school, student and workforce (Tinto, 2004).  Students, for-profit stakeholders, and 
instructors can benefit greatly from this research as it would provide concrete strategies 
to help students persist and ultimately succeed, thus increasing retention and keeping 
more schools from closing.   
Research Questions 
The central question to be answered through this mixed-methods exploratory case 
study is discovering what nontraditional learners at for-profit postsecondary institutions 
feel they need to graduate guided by the following research questions: 
1. How do nontraditional students differ from traditional college student 
populations? 
2. What obstacles do adult-learners at for-profit schools feel compromise their 
ability to persist to graduation? 
3. What role, if any, does faculty at a for-profit institution play in a nontraditional 
student’s motivation to stay in school? 
4. What institutional programs, if any, can for-profit schools offer its students to 
help them succeed? 
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The Conceptual Framework 
 Several factors, including but not limited to, this researcher’s personal 
experiences, research and the prevalence of attrition in for-profit postsecondary schools 
led to the development of this study. 
Researcher Stances and Experiential Base  
This researcher mainly ascribes to the within-site instrumental case study approach, 
with elements of Yin’s mixed methods approach, Merriam’s focus on case studies in 
education and Stake’s systematized ideas of data collection (Creswell, 2006).  This 
research is a case study because the goal is to develop an in-depth understanding of an 
issue occurring in real life, which is learning these students’ struggles and what may 
influence them to drop out of a brick and mortar for-profit postsecondary institution 
(Creswell, 2006).  One program at one location will be studied, making this a single case, 
or within-site instrumental case study (Creswell, 2006).  An interpretivism research 
philosophy is most applicable for this topic in that it needs to be studied in its natural 
environment (Saunders & Tosey, 2013).  As with interpretivism, several data collection 
methods on this mixed methods study will be utilized to study the people effected rather 
than objects (Saunders & Tosey, 2013).  Additionally, the interpretivism paradigm 
methodology is most applicable as this study is looking to understand the phenomenon of 
the potential causes of student attrition for nontraditional students (Scotland, 2012).  This 
interpretivism looks at the potential and logic behind the problem (Grix, 2002). 
This researcher has worked as a general education instructor and tutor for a for-profit 
institution for the last six years, greatly improving her tacit knowledge on this topic.  
Counseling and working with so many struggling students in all eight Allied Health 
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programs offered on campus is what propelled her passion for this research.  During this 
researcher’s tenure, she has personally observed many students leave their respective 
programs due to poor transitional skills, poor collegiate skills, an inability to find 
financial and personal balance and a lack of support.  This researcher has seen students 
flourish and succeed when they have had a strong rapport with instructors and depend on 
one to mentor them during the program.  Students have stated to this researcher that those 
relationships with their teachers have made them feel valued, cared for, supported and 
with a different level of accountability than other teachers they did not feel comfortable 
with.  Unfortunately, it is more common for these nontraditional students to be 
intimidated by instructors, never approach them and never establishing an invested 
mutual relationship. 
It has been this researcher’s experience that students also struggle with a lack of self-
esteem regarding their skills, are intimidated by the work demanded of them, and many 
are initially scared by the level of technology required of them (O’Neill, & Thomson, 
2013).  In addition, these nontraditional students have not navigated an academic setting 
for some time in most cases, and their compulsory education may have occurred so long 
ago that the passing years were spent working and raising families, which is also a source 
of anxiety for them (O’Neill, & Thomson, 2013).  Formal assessments such as tests as 
well as being in class with younger counterparts also increase nontraditional learners’ 
anxiety (O’Neill, & Thomson, 2013).  Often students are given academic resources like 
syllabi and handouts, but in this scholar’s observations, they are not given the proper 
support or tools to succeed.  Of all students, nontraditional ones are those who need to 
ask questions the most, yet for fear of looking incompetent, do not ask which leads to a 
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landslide of issues until they fail or drop out (Von Lehman, 2011).  Providing academic, 
social and personal support along with faculty counseling and mentoring have been found 
to be significant factors in preventing attrition (Tinto, 2004).  These personal experiences, 
observations, conversations and work with nontraditional students have fueled this 
research topic and the development of its research questions.  Utilizing a mixed methods 
approach enables this researcher to triangulate the results of the data collection and 
remain unbiased.  This researcher’s goal is to better understand these students, understand 
the trends seen in personal experiences and literature, and potentially have this in-depth 
understanding assist professionals in higher education to design programs to help these 
students. 
Conceptual Framework 
Within this study, three streams of research have emerged from the current available 
literature including for-profit higher education in the United States, student retention in 
higher education and nontraditional learners.  The main focus of this study is to 
understand the unique and growing population of nontraditional students and their 
struggles in higher education. Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework including the 
connection between the three literature streams and the central problem statement.  The 
three themes are explained below. 
For-Profit Higher Education in the United States  
For-profit higher education in the United States was an exploding industry not even a 
decade ago, growing 225 percent between 1998 and 2008 (“Fact,” 2015).  Though the 
number of for-profit colleges has declined nearly three percent, or 100 schools, between 
2013 and 2015, they are still very attractive collegiate options for students (Lederman, 
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2015).  Though some schools have been affected by more stringent accreditation audits 
and financial aid standards, nearly 1.5 million students were enrolled in these schools in 
2012 (“Fact,” 2015).  This sector of higher education is run differently than public and 
private schools in that they do not receive any state or federal funds to operate but are run 
entirely on student tuition (“Executive,” n.d.; “The,” 2015). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the study 
 
Nearly 90 percent of all tuition for students at for-profit colleges are paid for with 
taxpayer dollars including Pell Grants, GI Bills, Department of Defense Tuition 
Assistance Funds and the Department of Education student aid funds (“Fact,” 2015).  
Public colleges and universities, however, are funded primarily through state taxes while 
private and non-profit colleges and universities are funded through donations, 
endowments and student tuition (“Public,” 2016). 
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In addition to funding differences, for-profit institutions are operationally 
different as well.  Rather than being operated by provosts, boards of directors or a council 
of trustees as private and public institutions are, for-profit schools are run by corporate 
entities that follow business models rather than educational models (“Executive,” n.d.).  
For-profit stakeholders in the corporation are solely interested in making a profit from 
their business, like a restaurant or store owner would (“Executive,” n.d.).  A majority of 
stakeholders in for-profit education have experience and degrees in the business world 
rather than in the education field (“Executive,” n.d.).  Following this business model, for-
profit institutions charge high tuitions in order to create large profit margins, but spend 
very little of the revenue on its students or faculty (“Executive,” n.d).  With money rather 
than education as the sole focus of for-profit corporate administrators, these leaders find 
every way possible to reduce costs and enhance profits like hiring mainly adjunct 
instructors, freezing employee raises, not contributing to employee retirement plans, not 
offering employee benefits, providing poor or no tuition reimbursement benefits, not 
offering support or extracurricular services for students, and charging higher tuitions 
(“Executive,” n.d.). 
Despite costs and operational differences, nontraditional students are still attracted 
to for-profit schools because they offer attractive features that appeal to nontraditional 
students like flexible schedules, expedited programs and job-specific training 
(“Executive,” n.d.; “The,” 2015). Additionally, nontraditional students view the lack of 
extracurricular activities and field trips as advantageous because nontraditional students 
do not live on campus and are interested in only showing up for class and then leaving 
afterwards in order to maintain their jobs and families (“The,” 2015).  Finally, for-profit 
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schools are also attractive to nontraditional students because there are fewer admissions 
requirements that are typically easier to meet than private or public universities, so nearly 
any student who applies and can afford the tuition can be accepted (“Executive,” n.d.).  
Though these schools are appealing to nontraditional students and get them into the 
workforce faster if they finish their program, it is unfortunately more common for for-
profit schools to have extremely high dropout rates and a hard time retaining their 
students (“Executive,” n.d.) 
Student Retention in Higher Education in the US 
 As the for-profit schools fight to retain its students, so do the other sectors of 
higher education in the United States.  A longitudinal study focusing on retention 
conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics found that for those students 
pursuing a bachelor’s degree, 42 percent had not graduated after four years, 15 percent 
had transferred to another school and 28 percent had left college altogether (Ifill, 
Radford, Wu, Cataldi, Wilson, & Hill, 2016).  Of those attending public two-year schools 
enrolled in certificate programs, 64 percent of students had dropped out; only 1 percent of 
students earned an associate’s degree and only 12 percent completed an associate’s 
degree (Ifill et al., 2016).  Despite the plethora of retention initiatives that have been 
started across the country at all postsecondary institutions, trend reports show that 
graduation rates are the same as they were 30 years ago (“Retention,” 2016).  In addition 
to this, college enrollment rates have steadily decreased over the last four years, so higher 
education is not only fighting to recruit students but to keep the ones who have enrolled 
(Wong, 2016). 
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Nontraditional Learners in Higher Education  
Nontraditional learners are defined as such because they meet at least one of seven 
criteria including being over the age of 25 and having earned a GED rather than a high 
school diploma. Enrollment numbers are dropping primarily at for-profit institutions 
because there are growing numbers of poor, disadvantaged students over the age of 25 
with GEDs who cannot afford college (Wong, 2016).   Additional characteristics of 
nontraditional students are that they are predominantly female, single parents, working at 
least one job and are typically FGS (“2015-16,” 2016).  Many nontraditional learners 
have worked a variety of low-paying jobs because of either a lack of job-specific skills or 
a college degree (Ross-Gordon, 2011).  The National Center for Education Statistics 
projects that at least 38 percent of all college students will be at least 25 years old by 
2018 (Ross-Gordon, 2011).  Nearly 70 percent of students enrolled in a for-profit school 
are over the age of 25, 22 percent are African Americans and 65 percent are female 
(Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2013). 
 Nontraditional students mainly differ from traditional students in that they are 
also likely juggling other life roles like spouse or parent, which is an asset in terms of life 
experience, but often presents a time management struggle (Ross-Gordon, 2011).  
Approximately 82 percent of all nontraditional students are working while they are in 
school (Ross-Gordon, 2011).  Nontraditional students crave teacher-implemented 
structure, immediate application of the knowledge, self-direction, flexibility and clear 
teacher expectations (Ross-Gordon, 2011).  These students want their education to be 
convenient, accessible, low cost yet high quality, open on evenings and weekends, have 
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helpful staff, and don’t want to pay for extracurricular organizations they won’t use 
(Morey, 2004).   
Summary 
 The numbers of nontraditional students attending for-profit postsecondary schools 
is on the rise.  Literature supports that nontraditional learners are so different from their 
traditional counterparts because of the pressures they face as students.  Not only do they 
need to navigate an academic setting as do their younger counterparts, they are also 
juggling jobs, families, and many have not been in a school setting for several years.  
These struggles combined with already-low self-esteems, sometimes unrealistic personal 
expectations and significant levels of self-doubt become all-consuming and can result in 
longer enrollments or drop out completely.  Nontraditional learners are attracted to for-
profit schools based on their expedited programs, focus on curriculum alone and not 
ancillary programs and hands-on learning, but when these corporate-driven schools focus 
more on profits than student success, it can also cause students to take longer to complete 
a program or drop out.  These three themes are interdependent and the foundation for this 
study. 
Definition of Terms 
To better understand the subsequent research, the most commonly used terms have been 
defined. 
Adult learners: Students over the age of 24; Nontraditional students (Morey, 2004) 
Autonomy: independence; the ability to do something on one’s own (Du Pre, 2013) 
Attrition: Dropping out of a school or program (Vander Schee, 2011) 
Completion: Finishing a school program (Bradley, 2011) 
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Compulsory Education: Education received from kindergarten through twelfth grade; 
students are legally compelled to complete these grades which is where the term 
originates (Oudenhoven, 2002) 
Credit: Value of a course based on its length in hours; courses worth more credit are 
typically more complicated/involved (Jessup-Anger, 2011) 
Curriculum: Material covered during a course (Klatt, & Ray, 2014) 
ELL: English Language Learner; a student whose primary language is not English (Du 
Pre, 2013) 
First Generation Student: FGS; student who is the first in their family to be enrolled in 
higher education; their parents do not have a bachelor’s degree (Engle, & Tinto, 2008) 
First-Year Seminar Course: FYS; class held either prior to or during a student’s first 
semester to acclimate them to college (Ishler, 2003) 
For-profit school: Higher education school receiving funding only through student 
tuition and student federal financial aid (Bennett, Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010) 
GED: General education degree; degree issued instead of a high school diploma when 
curriculum completed outside high school parameters (Engle, & Tinto, 2008) 
Global Learner: Newly-identified learning style where a student learns best when 
material is connected with real-life applications (Feldman, 2011) 
High impact practice: HIP; ways to connect academics with the college environment 
and support systems; it included first-year seminars as one of the most common HIP 
(Wawrzynski,& Baldwin, 2014) 
Higher education: Schooling beyond the completion of high school or a GED (Bennett, 
Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010) 
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Kinesthetic Learner: A learning style where a student learns best by hands-on learning 
and/or when they are involved in the material (Feldman, 2011) 
Medi-Man: slang term used at the site location for iStan, an anatomically correct robot 
on which students can practice their clinical skills on as close to a real-life patient as 
possible (“CAE,” 2017) 
Mod: Module; slang term students used at the site location referring to a course lasting 6-
weeks; many interviewed students mistakenly used this term rather than “quarter” 
(Campbell, & Martin, 2014) 
MOOC: Massive Open Online Course; courses offered online for free in which anyone 
can enroll without any entrance requirements (“mooc.org,” 2016) 
Nontraditional learner: Nontraditional student; adult learner (Ross-Gordon, 2011) 
Nontraditional student: Nontraditional learner; Adult learner; Student meeting at least 
one of seven criteria including delaying college by at least one year after high school, 
having dependents, being a single parent, working full time, being financially 
independent, having a GED rather than a high school diploma, attending school part time 
and being over 24 years old (Ross-Gordon, 2011) 
Pass/Fail:  A course is graded on a passing or failing basis rather than a grading scale 
from A to F (Jessup-Anger, 2011) 
Postsecondary: After high school; college (Oudenhoven, 2002) 
Proprietary education:  For-profit school (“Proprietary,” 2004) 
Quarter: utilized at the site location indicating a 12-week term (Campbell, & Martin, 
2014) 
Retention: Remaining enrolled in a school or program (Barton, & Donahue, 2010) 
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Self-efficacy: How a student feels about themselves regarding academics (Glynn, 
Aultmann, & Owens, 2005) 
Semester: Period of time during which a college course is taken; typically 15 weeks long 
(Gibney, Moore, Murphy, & O’Sullivan, 2011) 
SIM: stands for Simulation Lab, which is a facility within the LPN department where 
students are able to practice clinical skills on anatomically-correct dummies 
Stakeholders: People or corporations directly invested in something, usually financially 
(“The low-down,” 2015) 
Sustainability: Creating a program that will endure (Messineo, 2012) 
Assumptions and Limitations 
  Any study contains assumptions, limitations and delimitations.  These are 
outlined in the following sections. 
Assumptions 
Within this study, there were several assumptions that can be made based on the 
researcher’s tacit experience, observations, beliefs and current literature.  The first 
assumption was that the population being studied had a passion for the medical field and 
wanted to be licensed practical nurses.  A second assumption based on the literature was 
that these students were predominantly nontraditional students and wanted to be in the 
workforce quickly, which was why they chose a for-profit institution.  A third assumption 
was that the program’s curriculum had been designed to successfully educate students so 
they were prepared to and could pass their subsequent licensing board examination.  A 
final assumption based on experience was that there were a plethora of other known 
issues nontraditional students struggle with like transportation, hunger, or insufficient 
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funds for classroom needs, as well as unknown issues they faced that must be discovered 
and addressed in order to understand these students.   
Limitations   
The biggest limitation to this study was time.  Due to the limited timeframe 
available to this researcher to conduct first-hand research, every enrolled student, alumni 
and those who dropped out from all 42 site locations across the United States could not 
be interviewed to create a fuller picture of the students’ needs.  Instead, this study 
focused on one population from one of the sites, though this limited the study population 
and results. Based on the results of this study, larger, longitudinal studies can follow.  
Additionally, having male respondents was a challenge as only 6 percent of the entire 
site’s enrollees were male.  Furthermore, this researcher could not control for what 
program a student chose to pursue, what their actual level of attainment was, a possible 
lack of guidance when first enrolling, the absence of basic skill and personality 
inventories, their motivation for enrollment or the student’s true desire to succeed.  In 
other words, there may have been students who were enrolled in programs that they 
realistically could not succeed in yet may not have been advised properly during the 
admission process.  This limited research findings because some students may struggle to 
complete their program because it may be too difficult for them, or they may not be in the 
program suited for them.  Another limitation wass funding.  Because of a lack of funding 
and time constraints, it prohibited the study from being conducted at several campus 
locations with a larger sample size.  A final limitation wass that the study could not be 
expanded beyond one program at this site at this time because each program had varying 
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admissions requirements, curriculum and program length, thus creating too many 
variables to control for in this study. 
Delimitations  
Though there are eight programs at the research site, research was contained to 
the students within the nursing program because that allowed for some gender 
stratification and the program is the second-longest on campus, lasting 18 months.  
Additionally, students from the same program were selected for interviews in order to 
maintain consistency with admissions requirement, program length and curriculum.  
Participants first completed a survey consisting of fill-in, multiple choice and Likert-
Scale-styled questions as found in Appendix A.  Sixteen interviews were then conducted 
with volunteer students over the age of 18 to provide as much detailed research as 
possible, beyond survey responses, within the time constraints as found in Appendix D.  
Students enrolled in the hybrid program did not participate in this study because of 
curricular and instructor differences, and neither did students who had already dropped 
out of the program due to time constraints and the difficulty in finding those students. 
Summary 
 In summary, the purpose of this study was to find what resources nontraditional 
learners at for-profit postsecondary institutions needed in order to succeed.  Each person 
has a different definition of success and what it takes for them to reach their goals, and it 
is the school’s obligation to both know these and create systems to ensure they happen 
for each student.  Because for-profits rely on student tuition and federal grants to operate, 
retaining students is of significant importance to stakeholders.  For students, being 
prepared with basic collegiate transitional skills means less test anxiety, more 
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satisfaction, fewer frustrations and a higher chance for compliance regarding attendance 
and assignment submission.  Studies show that when students have a strong view of their 
academic potential and worth, they are more motivated to learn and persevere, thus 
completing their selected programs.  If stakeholders and educators at for-profit 
institutions can better equip their students to succeed in school, they will ultimately create 
employable, skilled, and confident citizens. 
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Chapter 2: The Literature Review 
 There are three important areas of literature that apply to this study that were first 
mentioned in Chapter 1.  The first literature stream is for-profit higher education, which 
is a sector of postsecondary education which has different management, curricular and 
financial structures than the private or public sectors.  In order to best understand the 
research site and its students, it is necessary to begin here.  A problem that all areas of 
higher education are facing is student retention, especially in for-profit schools, which is 
the second stream.  For-profit schools have higher attrition rates because they 
predominantly enroll nontraditional learners, which is the final stream.  It is imperative to 
understand this student demographic, in order to best understand this study’s objective, 
research questions and results.  Key pieces of literature within each stream will be 
highlighted as will its connection with the overall study topic as depicted in Figure 1 
from Chapter 1 in order to provide the reader a better foundation in each area. 
Introduction 
For-profit postsecondary institutions have seen an explosive increase in 
enrollment by 225 percent in the last 10 years, accounting for 1.5 million students 
enrolled in postsecondary institutions in 2012 alone (“Fact,” 2015).  Despite this surge, 
keeping each student enrolled and having them graduate their program in a timely 
manner are problems facing these schools.  The first theme presented in this chapter will 
examine the history, construction and models utilized in for-profit higher education in the 
US. 
Researchers first began examining school retention in compulsory education in 
the 1930s, but it was a publication in 1975 by Vincent Tinto that shifted the focus to 
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higher education (Demetriou, & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011; Swail, N.d.).  Since then, 
numerous theories have been presented regarding the causes of retention and how to fix it 
in all types of college atmospheres.  The second theme presented in this chapter will 
explore national retention rates, the importance of institutional engagement to school 
retention and elements that contribute to retention. 
With for-profit schools facing retention issues and others examining how to 
combat this problem, one significant area of research that is lacking focus is retaining 
nontraditional learners specifically, who are the main populous of for-profit schools 
(Ross-Gordon, 2011).  Nontraditional learners account for nearly 73 percent of all 
enrolled postsecondary students, yet they have the fastest attrition rates, some only lasting 
a few months in an enrolled program (Ross-Gordon, 2011; Hayes, 2012).  Nontraditional 
students are defined by fitting into at least one if not more of seven categories and their 
attrition model differs greatly from that of traditional students (Ross-Gordon, 2011; Bean, 
& Metzner, 1985).  The final theme in this chapter will explore defining, explaining, 
describing and characterizing the most important theme in this chapter – the 
nontraditional student. 
The problems this researcher addressed in this study and the significance of the 
focus population in the for-profit sector were delineated in Chapter 1.  Given what is 
already known about the themes and the high attrition rates of nontraditional learners, it 
is beneficial to examine the research already existing on these themes to provide support, 
direction and clarity for this scholar’s intended research methodology and approach.   
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For-Profit Higher Education in the US 
For-profit colleges offering non-residential, face-to-face instruction have become 
more popular in recent years because of the programs they offer, their scheduling 
flexibility and lack of extracurricular activities.  As of 2014, 1.3 million students were 
enrolled in for-profit schools, an increase from 200,000 students in 1990 
(“Undergraduate,” 2016).  Enrollment for this sector increased 217 percent from 2000 to 
2014 as opposed to 26 and 25 percent enrollment growths for public and private nonprofit 
institutions respectively (“Undergraduate,” 2016). 
For-profit colleges are run by corporations, stakeholders or investors and are run 
solely to earn money for those financiers (“The,” 2015).  These colleges are entirely 
funded through student tuition, federal student loans and Pell Grants (Bennett, Lucchesi, 
& Vedder, 2010).  For the 2009-2010 school year, these institutions received $32 billion 
in federal grants and loans (“For-profit,” 2013). 
Historical Overview 
For-profit colleges are rooted in Greece in 5th Century B.C. when teachers 
traveled for pay (Bennett, Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010).  In America, these schools began 
300 years ago during the colonial period (Morey, 2004) when Dutch settlers created 
evening schools offering classes in surveying, navigation and accounting which 
traditional day-schools did not offer, but settlers viewed as important to their jobs 
(Bennett, Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010). These schools continued through the agricultural 
boom with the same objectives, but modern for-profit constructs grew in popularity in the 
late 1800s (Bennett, Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010).  Business schools began emerging and 
prospering by the early 1900s, setting a model for current for-profit schools (Bennett, 
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Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010).  The growth of the for-profit sector was further accelerated 
by World War II and the GI Bill paying for educations, as well as the Higher Education 
Act of 1972 permitting for-profits to accept funding through Pell Grants (Bennett, 
Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010).  By the 1990s, the market was strong, but experienced the 
most growth between 2000 and 2010 (“Undergraduate,” 2014). 
By 2006 in the United States there were over 1,000 for-profit colleges across the 
country, increasing five-fold from the approximate 200 for-profit postsecondary 
institutions that were in existence in 1986 (Hentschke, Lechuga, & Tierney, 2010).  
During the 2008-2009 school year, 2,900 postsecondary institutions in the United States 
were private for-profit colleges, which accounts for 40 percent of all postsecondary 
schools in the country (Bennett, Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010).  This number rose to 3,436 
proprietary schools in 2015 (Lederman, 2015). For-profit institutions mainly offer 
certificates, diplomas, and associate’s degrees to its students in programs ranging from a 
few months to two years (Bennett, Lucchesi, & Vedder, 2010).   
Today’s typical student populations at for-profit colleges include nontraditional 
students, low-income students and FGS (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  More than half of the 
student population works, are female and are enrolled part-time (Hentschke, Lechuga, & 
Tierney, 2010).  Many students are parents and in 2007, nearly half of the student 
population in for-profit schools were minorities (Morey, 2004; Bennett, Lucchesi, & 
Vedder, 2010).   
For-Profit Models 
The for-profit model of postsecondary education is appealing to nontraditional 
students typically because of its small size; variety of local locations; shorter, vocational 
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programs; and flexibility (“Proprietary,” 2004).  The purpose of the vocational programs 
is to get students ready for the workforce (Morey, 2004). Unlike traditional universities, 
they also offer year-round admission and enrollment (“For-profit,” 2013). These shorter 
programs generally result in a certificate, diploma or associate’s degree and rarely will 
credits transfer into a baccalaureate program (“In,” n.d.).  In order for the school to 
charge competitive tuition, yet still generate a profit, for-profit colleges do not provide 
any extras like student clubs or programs, tenured faculty, or research and are typically 
run from rented office buildings (“Proprietary,” 2004).  Additionally, most for-profits 
have standardized curriculum reducing the preparation time of the faculty, who are 
predominantly part-time and underpaid (“Proprietary,” 2004). 
Types 
 There are brick-and-mortar, hybrid and online for-profit schools available to 
students, yet they are all facing attrition issues as well.  The University of Phoenix 
predominantly offers online courses with local locations for students to visit for help, but 
now they are considering offering evening classes to their adult learner students in order 
to increase enrollment once again (Marcus, 2016).  In order to stay relevant in a world of 
numerous options in higher education, more for-profit schools are turning to hybrid 
programs, which combine online and face-to-face classes, or fully online programs to 
attract their main demographic of nontraditional students (Zipper, 2016).  Though 
enrollment is growing in the private and public sectors to 5.8 million students in 2014, a 
3.9 percent increase since 2013, these numbers are dropping in the for-profit sector, just 
like with the for-profit brick-and-mortar schools (Friedman, 2016).  From 2013 to 2014, 
online for-profit enrollment dropped by 2.8 percent which included students who had 
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dropped out (Friedman, 2016).  In the United States there are approximately 20 for-profit 
schools offering just hybrid or online programs, though brick-and-mortar for-profit 
schools are also beginning to shift to that trend (“Online,” 2016). 
Cost 
 Though for-profits are a popular sector of higher education, they also come with a 
hefty price tag for students.  For the 2013-14 academic year, for-profit colleges cost 
$15,130 per year (Snider, 2014).  Four-year public colleges for in-state students cost 
approximately $8,800 per year in comparison (Snider, 2014).  This fee charged by for-
profits can skyrocket as high as $40,000 per year depending on if the student is seeking a 
certificate, diploma or degree (O’Malley, 2012).  Despite the cost being so much higher, 
for-profits spend approximately $3,000 on each student, which is $4,000 and $12,000 less 
than what public and private institutions spend per student respectively (O’Malley, 2012).  
Typically this tuition enables for-profits to meet a nearly 43 percent profit margin 
annually with almost 23 percent of that going to marketing and recruitment alone.  Actual 
instruction only accounted for 17 percent of an institution’s budget (Hayes, 2012). For-
profit institutions are “pocketing billions in federal student aid each year,” (Goldrick-
Rab, 2016, p. 17). 
 Grants and Loans.  For-profit colleges receive approximately 80 to 90 percent of 
their funding through federal aid programs (Kelchen, 2017). These include GI Bills, Pell 
Grants and student loans. In 2015, more than half of the students attending for-profit 
colleges had Pell Grants, yet it didn’t cover all of the expenditures associated with 
schools (Johnson, 2015). To make up the financial gap between what the Pell Grant 
didn’t cover and what school costs, in 2012 alone, 96 percent of students had to take out 
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student loans (Hayes, 2012). Pell Grants used to be considered for low-income families, 
however, the current model of those applying and qualifying for Pell Grants are middle-
income students, and those who received Pell Grants statistically borrowed more in 
private loans (Goldrick-Rab, 2016; “A,” 2017 ). As students are taking longer to 
complete their degrees, they are accumulating more debt, making student loans a $1 
trillion industry (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Most of those with student loan debt are those 
enrolled in for-profit schools (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Eighty-eight percent of 
nontraditional student who went to a proprietary school, though didn’t necessarily 
graduate, is $40,000 in debt and 11.2 percent of them are in default or delinquent on their 
loans (Hayes, 2012). 
Concerns 
 There are many who work in the for-profit sector concerned with the standards set 
for nontraditional students to enroll in or graduate from these institutions, claiming 
nontraditional students may be set up for failure from the beginning.  Some say that 
employers are not valuing degrees earned from for-profit institutions, equating them with 
high school diplomas (Goldrick-Rab, 2016).  Aside from the value of the degree, there 
are many other concerns facing for-profit institutions. 
Teachers. In order to keep retention numbers higher, teachers have been forced to 
make courses considerably easier to pass, lie about attendance, offer extra credit, change 
grades or create a situation where a student who has not earned it will pass a course 
anyway (O’Malley, 2012).  Teachers have reported being pressured by administration 
and corporate stakeholders to “entertain and retain” students (O’Malley, 2012, p. 24).   
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 One example is with Kaplan, Inc.  Despite Kaplan Career Institute’s “school of 
the year award” in 2011, teachers have said that award came at a cost (Field, 2011).  
Teachers claim that in order to keep retention and graduation rates high, administrators 
had instructors falsify attendance records and raise grades despite an instructor’s ethical 
denial in order for the student to pass (Field, 2011).  Instructors were also directed to 
make the courses simpler than they were supposed to be in order to have students 
continue attending, which would continue profits rolling in (Field, 2011).  Instructors also 
had to track down absent students during their unpaid “office hours” and offer them any 
means necessary to make up any work they missed, even if it was weeks’ worth (Field, 
2011).  Teachers claim in a lawsuit filed against Kaplan that their job was to “entertain 
them and retain them” (Field, 2011, p. 23). 
 While Kaplan is facing three separate lawsuits, American Public University 
System pays its adjunct instructors based on the student rather than the course (Field, 
2011).  If a student completes 60 percent of the course, the teacher is paid in full, 
however if the student drops, the instructor only receives 45 percent of the income (Field, 
2011).  The now-closed for-profit schools owned by Corinthian Colleges Inc. like Everest 
College Phoenix and Heald College based instructor jobs and salary on student-based 
teacher evaluations from how instructors are in the classroom to whether the teacher 
hunted the student down when absent (Field, 2011). 
Admission Standards. Additionally, enrollment requirements are lower and 
recruitment techniques are more intense (O’Malley, 2012).  Students are enrolled 
whenever they are ready and without faculty review, and are able to take minimalistic 
entrance exams multiple times with tutoring (O’Malley, 2012).  Finally, some students 
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are enrolled in programs as a condition of the state in order to make them employable, yet 
the student themselves is not interested in the education or subsequent job (O’Malley, 
2012). 
 Student Pressures. Once students have been enrolled into a for-profit school and 
are taking classes, the biggest hurdle is mitigating students’ issues in order to keep them 
from dropping out. As the accessibility to education has changed, so have the pressures 
facing the students in the classroom. 
 Working. Because of the cost of tuition, books, and ancillary items students need 
like gas, car maintenance, notebooks, pens, uniforms and even food, 76 percent of 
undergraduate students work at least 20 hours per week (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Of those 
who work, 51 percent work between 8 a.m. and noon and 73 percent work between noon 
and 6 p.m., when most classes are offered (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). In her study of 
undergraduate students in Wisconsin, Goldrick-Rab found that 83 percent of students 
worked shifts between 6 p.m. and 8 a.m., thus impacting their studying, sleeping, eating 
and attending class habits (2016).  These students need to work in order to still fulfill the 
monetary gap left from what grants and loans do not cover, known as the family 
contribution. Oftentimes, families are unable to make the contribution that schools 
estimate, leaving students with no other choice but to work (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). 
Though these students are working and trying to find balance, many in Goldrick-Rab’s 
study admitted to not having any food, living in their cars or never sleeping due to not 
feeling secure by their surroundings, yet still trying to carry a full courseload (2016). 
Another complication is that despite these students working, they are also sending money 
home to their families to pay bills as well (Goldrick-Rab, 2016).   
46 
 
 
 
 Balance. When students are trying to take a full courseload, work at least 20 
hours a week and maintain their bills, balance becomes a significant issue for these 
students. When work to maintain financial solvency becomes mandatory, studying, 
homework, attendance and completing assignments, often fall to the bottom of the 
priority list. This leads to students failing classes and even being dismissed from 
programs (Goldrick-Rab, 2016).  Statistically, when students work more than 20 hours 
per week, they are less likely to graduate (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Half of students who 
worked and had financial aid never finished school at all (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Goldrick-
Rab’s six-year longitudinal study showed a direct correlation between a student’s access 
to money and their grades as well as their likelihood of program completion (2016). If 
students were given more grant money that they had access to for things like monthly 
bills, gas or food, they would have to work less, thus increasing their scholastic 
performance (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). 
 Financial Aid. Though every higher education institution offers some type of 
financial aid department, a student’s lack of understanding of the process often leads 
them to lose the scarce funding they may already be receiving.  Nationally, 20 percent of 
students do not know they need to refile their FAFSA each year they intend to be enrolled 
in school, which results in a drop in financial aid and an increase in school-related costs 
(Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Additionally, 85 percent of the 3,000 students in the 2016 study 
had no idea that in order to keep Pell Grant funds, a student had to maintain satisfactory 
academic progress, or a consistent GPA of a 2.0 (Goldrick-Rab, 2016).  Without these 
clear, explicit directions from financial aid personnel, students are set up for failure 
(Goldrick-Rab, 2016). 
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 Support. Regardless of age, any student needs support in order to succeed. When 
students are underprepared for school, either because they were not prepared enough in 
high school, or because they did not have the transitional skills needed for college; plus 
they are working; and not receiving support from their instructors, school or families, 
there is no way these students can be successful (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Many of the 
students included in Goldrick-Rab’s study wished they had some kind of transitional 
course or summer-bridge program to ready them for college (2016). Forty-three percent 
of the students in the study reported that their first year of school was much harder than 
expected, and 72 percent of them needed tutoring from their teachers in that first year 
(Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Student reported having considerable levels of self-doubt, 
insecurities, anxieties and issues with being ESL students, yet found little support at 
home, especially for FGS who are the first in their families to go to college (Goldrick-
Rab, 2016). As an FGS, there is no one in their home who can relate to what they are 
going through, no one at home can provide the support the student needs (Goldrick-Rab, 
2016). Students, especially in their first year of school, need tutoring, academic advising 
and counseling, according to this six-year study of 3,000 students, yet for-profit 
institutions do not offer these services to their students (Goldrick-Rab, 2016; “For-
profit,” 2013). 
Rationale 
 This stream is necessary to the research topic as it outlines the type of institute on 
which the study will focus and differentiates it in structure to community colleges and 
traditional four-year universities. 
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Student Retention in Higher Education 
Retaining students is a major issue for all postsecondary institutions, primarily 
from the first to the second year, when attrition rates are the highest (DeAngelo, 2014). 
Retention efforts are occurring in all sectors of postsecondary education and there are 
some best practices in the literature to retain students, as this section will explore. 
For-Profit Attrition and Closures 
 Though there may be best practices in the literature available, attrition is of 
particular concern for proprietary colleges because they can only operate if students are 
enrolled. Recently, for-profit schools experiencing high attrition rates have had to close 
locations and lay off employees (Lam, 2015).  For example, the University of Phoenix, 
once one of the leading for-profits in the country, lost 50 percent of its enrollment since 
2014, leading to 115 campuses closing and 800 employees being laid off (Lam, 2015).  
Between 2014 and 2015, the nation’s largest for-profit company, Corinthian Colleges, 
which at its peak had 120 locations and was worth $1.4 billion, closed all of its locations 
due to attrition, left thousands of students stranded in the midst of their programs and 
filed for bankruptcy.  The stranded students were left with thousands of dollars in loan 
debt, leaving the government to step in to eradicate the debt for the students (Nasiripour, 
2015; Flaherty, 2015).  This trend cannot continue for these students. Other for-profit 
schools have had to shut their doors due to improper accreditation or financial practices, 
but the impact to the student is tremendous. In September 2016, ITT Technical Institute 
filed for bankruptcy and closed its 130 campuses after the US Department of Education 
found accreditation issues with the school (Sreenivasan, 2016).  This has left 8,000 
employees without jobs and 35,000 students with unfinished educations, outstanding 
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loans, and classes that will not transfer, according to a press release from the company 
itself (“ITT,” 2016).  This trend cannot continue for one of the fastest-growing types of 
higher education for students. 
National First-Year Retention and Completion Rates  
 At private for-profit colleges, 64.3 percent of students were retained from the 
first to second year in 2014, which is near the same percentage as four-year public and 
private institutions (“National collegiate,” 2014).  In 1983, however, when ACT first 
began recording these statistics, retention was nearly 10 percent higher (“2014 retention,” 
2014).  Nationally, only 43.7 percent of students enrolled in a two-year private institution 
complete their program in three years or less; this is approximately 20 percent lower than 
32 years ago (“2014 retention,” 2014).  With regard to four-year public institutions, 
approximately 36.5 percent of students complete a bachelor’s degree within five years 
(“2014 retention,” 2014). 
Institutional Engagement 
Studies show that retention rates are higher when schools take an active role in 
ensuring positive student-faculty interactions, make the student feel like part of the 
institutional community, and pay close attention to the needs of minority and first-
generation students (Demetriou, & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011).  The most important 
finding of a 2007 study pertaining to retention among minorities was that academic 
achievement and a sense of belonging to the institution are strongly linked in the first 
year for all students (Hurtado, Han, Saenz, Espinosa, Cabrera, & Cerna, 2007). 
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Factors Contributing to Student Retention    
Studies unanimously agree that the transition into college can be the most difficult 
time for students for a variety of reasons.  Some students are not ready for the freedom, 
flexibility, expectations or academic workload (Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 
2008).  One of the strongest contributing factors to student retention is student-to-faculty 
interactions and the support faculty and advisors provide to students during the first year 
(Cox, McIntosh, Terezini, Reason, & Quaye, 2010).  Providing students with positive and 
fast feedback, being approachable, as well as creating a comfortable classroom climate 
enable students to seek the help they needed from teachers (Laird, Chen, & Kuh, 2008; 
Oseguera, & Rhee, 2009).  A final and the most significant strategy to retain students 
named in the research is by implementing a first-year seminar course (Pascarella, Seifert, 
& Whitt, 2008). 
Student Development 
 In 1969, Arthur W. Chickering developed a psychosocial theory regarding how 
students developed within a college setting (De Larrosa, 2000).  Each factor influencing 
both the student’s development and the theory were called vectors and these vectors 
influenced students emotionally, psychologically and socially (De Larrosa, 2000).  
Understanding and appealing to these vectors at the college level could help retain 
students and foster their growth more positively, according to Chickering’s theory (De 
Larrosa, 2000).  His theory was revised in 1993 with Linda Reisser, the then-Dean of 
Student Services at Rockland College (De Larrosa, 2000).  Working together, the 1993 
update contained seven revisions to the original vectors in the theory. 
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 These vectors include developing competence, managing emotions, gaining 
independence through autonomy, developing mature interpersonal relationships, 
establishing an identity and developing purpose and identity (De Larrosa, 2000).  
Because each student, regardless of age, goes through these stages of development, it is 
imperative for for-profit institutions to understand these stages in order to better serve 
their students, thus improving retention. 
Rationale 
 Because the central focus of this study is increasing student retention, among 
other things, there is no way to proceed with this study without defining and discussing 
the issue of retention as well as commonly-used tools contributing to retention. 
Traditional Students 
Like nontraditional students, traditional students are also defined by meeting 
certain criteria (“A,” 2004).  These students enroll in college right after graduating from 
high school so they are typically 18 years old (“A,” 2004).  They are pursuing a 
bachelor’s degree full time, at least during the fall and spring semesters, and will graduate 
in four or five years by the age of 23 (“A,” 2004).   They are financially dependent on 
others and work part-time if at all while in college (“A,” 2004).  They do not have 
children and view school as their main responsibility (“A,” 2004).  Additionally, 
traditional students meet certain age parameters, completing their freshman year by the 
age of 19, completing sophomore year by age 20, junior year by age 21 and graduating by 
age 23 in reflection of four or five-year degrees (“A,” 2004).   
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Transitioning 
 Traditional students have difficulties transitioning to college, like their 
nontraditional counterparts, but the struggles vary greatly.  Traditional students typically 
struggle with the sudden independence of living away from home and taking care of 
themselves, which often leads to homesickness (“25,” 2016).  Additionally, dealing with 
roommates is one of the first challenges these students encounter because as freshmen, 
students are typically living with strangers with whom the school appointed them to live 
(Neill, 2013).  Learning to live in unfamiliar, small quarters with someone unfamiliar to 
them can be very difficult for traditional students, sometimes causing added stress, 
anxiety, sleep issues, and even depression (“Challenges,” 2017).  Though an 18-year-old 
is old enough to take care of oneself, many things prior to attending college may have 
been done for them by a parent or guardian at home.  Now it is the student’s 
responsibility to maintain a healthy diet, launder their clothes, pay any household bills, 
ensure they receive enough rest and exercise and maintain their emotional health by 
handling new stresses they may have not encountered before, especially with time 
management (Neill, 2013). 
Academics 
 Academically, traditional students struggle transitioning to college because of a 
lack of college preparation in high school (“25,” 2016).  The intensity of the coursework, 
course load and autonomy increase drastically, yet traditional students still utilize the 
same strategies that may have enabled them to score well in high school (Adams, & 
Corbett, 2010). “Some who received good high school grades by studying just a few 
hours a week weren't challenged and therefore don't know how to study or work hard,” 
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(Chute, 2008, para. 13). In Pennsylvania alone, approximately 40 percent of traditional 
students fail or withdraw from required courses because they didn’t take a rigorous 
enough course load in high school (Chute, 2008). Additionally, students in college are 
now responsible for making their own academic schedules, selecting their courses, 
determining if and when they study and attend class, remembering when assignments are 
due, if they do homework or assignments at all, and making academic progress, which all 
can prove difficult for many traditional students without authoritative figures pushing 
them (“25,” 2016).  In one study, traditional students reported only working on school-
related items for three to six hours per week, which was nearly half the time 
nontraditional students reported in the same study (Adams, & Corbett, 2010). 
Social Life 
 Unlike nontraditional students, social life is an imperative and immense 
component of a traditional student’s life in college (“25,” 2016).  One study discovered 
that because of how young traditional students are, their need for peer relationships, 
acceptance and fitting in is essential to their college survival (McGregor, Miller, 
Mayleben, Buzzanga, Davis, & Becker, 2013).  Similarly, traditional students entered 
college expecting to have flourishing social networks through extracurricular activities, 
bonding with classmates and roommates, and living and eating on campus, which one 
study proved to be true (Adams, & Corbett, 2010).  Conversely, because nontraditional 
students have a large out-of-school network, they have little to no expectations to 
develop their social network through college (Adams, & Corbett, 2010). Traditional 
students were involved in on-campus events, activities and clubs four more times than 
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nontraditional students, who attended events once or twice a semester as opposed to 
once or twice a month (Adams, & Corbett, 2010). 
Nontraditional Students 
 So much research exists for traditional students who enter some type of 
postsecondary education institution immediately after gracing their high school 
graduation stage.  They pack their bags and storage containers to move into dorms or 
other on-campus housing, meet their new roommate, and join more clubs and 
organizations as the semesters progress.  Nontraditional students, however, have an 
entirely different collegiate experience. 
Historical Overview 
 As World War II ended in 1945, soldiers were returning home to their families to 
a country that was about to be quite different from when they had left six years earlier.  
Over the next 20 years, increasing numbers of women, adults and low-skilled workers 
looking to learn a new trade or extend their education began enrolling in school, thus the 
birth of the nontraditional student. 
 Shortly after returning home, soldiers traded their combat boots and rifles for 
notebooks and pencils as nearly 600 community colleges were opened following 
President Harry Truman’s Commission on Higher Education created “education for all” 
policies in 1947 (Bean, & Metzner, 1985).  The creation of the GI Bill in 1944 became 
the main way veterans were able to afford access to higher education (Bean, & Metzner, 
1985).  Nearly a decade later, after the Soviet Union launched Sputnik and spawned what 
would become space exploration as people now know it, the United States created the 
National Defense Education Act of 1958 and the Higher Education Act of 1965 (Bean, & 
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Metzner, 1985). Both legislations endorsed, financed and encouraged people to seek 
higher education in order to enrich the country as a whole (Bean, & Metzner, 1985).  The 
creation of federal Basic Educational Opportunity Grants and Pell Grants in the early 
1970s enabled lower-income citizens to also seek postsecondary opportunities (Bean, & 
Metzner, 1985).   
 Following the end of the war, blue-collared jobs began to decline and employers 
needed more educated employees with a variety of skills rather than one highly-honed 
skill (Bean, & Metzner, 1985). Employees found themselves needing to either string 
together several low-paying jobs, or find a way to return to school to receive more 
education (Bean, & Metzner, 1985).  Additionally, more women were joining the 
workforce as dual income families became a necessity, therefore these adults searched for 
flexible, part-time, expedited programs training them in particular technical or vocational 
skills (Bean, & Metzner, 1985).   
Characteristics 
Nontraditional students typically meet at least one of seven criteria in order to be 
considered a nontraditional student.  These characteristics include: delaying college by at 
least one year after high school, having dependents, being a single parent, working full 
time, being financially independent, having a GED rather than a high school diploma and 
attending school part time.  The biggest characteristic of a nontraditional student is age 
(Ross-Gordon, 2011).  According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 39 
percent of all college students in 2016 were at least 25 years old and that is projected to 
increase to 42 percent by 2025 (“Chapter,” 2016).  Nearly 70 percent of students enrolled 
in a for-profit school are over the age of 25, 22 percent are African Americans and 65 
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percent are female (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2013).  Approximately 25 percent of 
enrolled students do not have a high school diploma but a GED (Deming, Goldin, & 
Katz, 2013).  Statistically dependent students in a for-profit college have half of the 
family income as those in other types of institutions and are two-and-a-half times more 
likely to be single parents (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2013). 
Nontraditional students mainly differ from traditional students in that they are 
also likely juggling other life roles like being a spouse or parent which is an asset in 
terms of life experience but often presents a time management struggle (Ross-Gordon, 
2011).  Only about 18 percent of nontraditional students do not work while they are in 
school (Ross-Gordon, 2011).  Balancing professional, personal and academic 
responsibilities often leads nontraditional students to feel very guilty. One study revealed 
that nontraditional students are very highly guilt-prone, with the highest rates among 
single students without children and single parents (Alton, 2012).  
Nontraditional students crave teacher-implemented structure as it reduces the 
chaos they feel and encounter, immediate application of the knowledge, self-direction, 
flexibility and clear teacher expectations (Ross-Gordon, 2011).  These students want their 
education to be convenient, accessible, low cost yet high quality, open on evenings and 
weekends, have helpful staff, and don’t want to pay for extracurricular organizations they 
won’t use (Morey, 2004).  They also want active modes of learning with practicality 
(Morey, 2004).  They enjoy applying their personal real-world knowledge to their 
courses, have high internal motivation, are ready to learn and eager to earn a degree and 
are more task-oriented (Ross-Gordon, 2011). 
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FGS. Statistically, FGSs have the highest dropout rates because they are 
significantly unprepared for college and its demands, having no one at home to help 
prepare them (“First-generation,” 2016). Since these students are the first in their families 
to experience what college is like, so few people in their personal lives can relate to the 
academic and personal struggles they are going through, leaving them feeling isolated 
and unsupported. The average age for an FGS is 24, which aligns with the definition of a 
nontraditional student in current literature (“First-generation,” 2016). Additionally, 60 
percent of FGSs have children and are financially independent, yet have an annual 
household income of $37,000 as opposed to the near-$100,000 annual income of 
traditional student families (“First-generation,” 2016). This incongruence between their 
parents’ level of education and what degree they are pursuing is no one’s fault, however, 
is not inconsequential. It is not a mother’s fault that she chose not to pursue 
postsecondary education, however, she now incidentally cannot fully relate to her child 
who is pursuing a degree, creating more fear for the FGS when the parent cannot relate to 
their academic struggles. Nationally, 50 percent of all students enrolled in for-profit 
schools are FGS as compared to 25 percent of traditional students who are FGS (“First-
generation,” 2016), thus this is a significant issue for nontraditional students at for-profit 
institutions potentially effecting their persistence. 
Needs 
 Though nontraditional learners know what they want, achieving those wants can 
oftentimes be difficult for them.   
 Early intervention.  A majority of nontraditional students returning to academia 
after a long absence reported their confidence to succeed at college as very low (Bean, & 
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Metzner, 1985).  They rated their study skills and abilities to navigate in a collegiate 
setting as “deficient” and were desperate for help with study skills and time management 
skills (Bean, & Metzner, 1985).  Though this data was collected nearly 30 years ago, 
nothing has changed in that time. Nearly 50 percent of all students entering a for-profit 
school need some form of remediation, primarily for underprepared students like 
nontraditional students who have not been in school in a while, ELL students, or 
traditional-aged students right out of high school who did not receive transitional skills 
(Oudenhoven, 2002).  These students typically haven’t had positive academic 
experiences, lack confidence in their abilities, and never learned certain information in 
compulsory education, thus needing additional guidance once entering school 
(Oudenhoven, 2002). Nontraditional students entering college often do not know how 
they learn best either. This is a common transitional issue for nontraditional students 
(Rubenstein, 2014). As they navigate various courses and curriculum, not only do they 
struggle with finding out how they learn best, but then how to find strategies to help them 
learn the material (Rubenstein, 2014). Underprepared students can be very successful in 
postsecondary education through early intervention, like a mandatory first-year seminar 
course, or teacher and peer mentors (Oudenhoven, 2002).   
 Continual support.  A key reason adults learn differently than children is 
because they have already arrived at a self-concept, are independent and self-directed 
(Afip, 2014).  These cognitive and psychological aspects alter what an adult learner 
needs, including information that is authentic, relevant, challenging and related to the 
real-world in multiple ways (Afip, 2014).  Though an instructor may successfully do all 
of these things in a classroom, none will matter if the student is not motivated and this is 
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not something that should be left to the learner alone (Afip, 2014).   Nontraditional 
students need the extrinsic support of instructors to propel them through their academic 
programs and help foster their intrinsic motivation (Afip, 2014). 
 Studies have shown that positive, frequent involvement from instructors and 
advisors has significant effects on student self-efficacy, perception, satisfaction, 
motivation to learn and thus retention (Burt, Young-Jones, Yadon, & Carr, 2013).   
Instructors knowing their students’ names, remembering personal details about their 
students, taking an active role in caring for their students’ success and relating to them 
personally enhanced student satisfaction in the classroom (Burt, Young-Jones, Yadon, & 
Carr, 2013).  Instructors who scaffold motivation by providing immediate constructive 
feedback and developing a genuine rapport with the students to foster intrinsic motivation 
(Jessup-Anger, 2011). Advisors who empowered their students, included them in 
decision making, connected courses to their lives, understood and helped students 
develop goals and taught different learning strategies also greatly affected student 
motivation to learn (Burt, Young-Jones, Yadon, & Carr, 2013).  Nontraditional students 
also want to be comfortable asking basic questions without being viewed as stupid 
because transitioning back into the classroom is a challenge for them (Baharudin, Murad, 
& Mat, 2013). Some nontraditional students have little-to-no experience with technology, 
syllabi or even classroom jargon, so knowing they can be vulnerable and ask instructors 
questions without fear of judgement is very important to this population (O’Neill, & 
Thomson, 2013).   
 Nontraditional students tend to show trepidation for attending college and drop 
out based on the psychological negative reinforcement they experienced in past 
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educational settings (Lawrence, 2000).  Typically, though they need to ask questions the 
most, they won’t for fear they will be viewed as inadequate (Lawrence, 2000).  Entering a 
school because of a test, or being formally assessed as soon as they enter the classroom 
can ignite the flames of low self-esteem and anxiety (Lawrence, 2000).  Instructors 
combatting these negative memories and self-interpretations from the beginning and 
fostering a motivational environment is pivotal for retaining adult students (Lawrence, 
2000).  Nontraditional students lose initial motivation and excitement quickly with any 
kind of setback, regardless of how minute it may seem, due to their past and emotional 
vulnerability (Lawrence, 2000).  Providing students with structure, specific learning 
objectives, immediate feedback, and constant access to their grades and records to lessen 
their anxiety. Learning students’ temperaments, and beginning assessments graded based 
on effort rather than correctness are ways to build student motivation and help them 
persist (Lawrence, 2000). 
 Nontraditional students struggle with academic demands, how to exist within an 
academic environment, gaps in what they consider “basic” knowledge and balancing their 
life responsibilities (O’Neill, & Thomson, 2013). The process of building a strong sense 
of self-efficacy takes longer for nontraditional students due to prior experiences, but 
instructors are instrumental in expediting the process (O’Neill, & Thomson, 2013).  
Instructors utilizing positive extrinsic motivation like exhibiting signs of pride, belief in 
their abilities, encouragement, care, interest in their lives and positive feedback increases 
an adult learner’s sense of indebtedness in their school and education (O’Neill, & 
Thomson, 2013).  Faculty-student relationships are pivotal to nontraditional students’ 
success (O’Neill, & Thomson, 2013). 
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 Differentiated instruction.  For nontraditional students, instructors must move 
away from traditional didactic instruction and instead facilitate group discussions, student 
empowerment within the classroom by allowing them to make decisions, ditching the 
desks and changing the classroom design, focusing on the students learning about their 
own learning styles, and incorporating more reflective writing (Ishler, 2003).  This 
enables both students and professors to learn the students’ values and help them work 
towards them (Ishler, 2003).  All of these elements encourage a positive attitude towards 
learning which can foster a lifelong love of learning, which can result in retention, 
persistence and completion (Ishler, 2003).   
 Nontraditional students are not interested in the theoretical applications of 
information, but rather how that information affects their daily lives (Jessup-Anger, 
2011).  Instructors must consider all of the needs of their learners including first-
generation and adult students by treating them as co-learners and creating a personal 
connection with the student (Donnelly-Smith, 2011).  Enabling the student to not only be 
the learner but the teacher in situations draws positive attention to their experiences and 
education (Donnelly-Smith, 2011).   Nontraditional students also need a level of 
autonomy and kinesthetic learning with a global connection for students to be interested 
and motivated (Afip, 2014).   These global learners need instructors to encourage 
students to apply the information to their daily lives and provide real-world examples of 
how the material will impact them in their occupational roles (Kuh, 2013).  Blended 
learning is advantageous for a nontraditional students’ motivation thus leading to 
persistence and program completion (Afip, 2014).  This differentiated instruction is 
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aimed at enhancing its students’ global perspectives, exposing them to ethical issues and 
developing critical thinking skills (Sharpe, Ernst, & Skuba, 2014). 
 Utilizing technology. Utilizing technology in various ways like MOOCs, 
applications, online web portals, and cloud-based learning can greatly help nontraditional 
students, however, instructors and schools must proceed with caution at first (Gordon, 
Quick, & Lyons, 2009).  Depending on the student’s age, background and previous 
exposure to technology, these avenues may be intimidating if introduced all at once 
because many current nontraditional students did not grow up with technology to the 
same extent as traditional students (Gordon, Quick, & Lyons, 2009).  Ultimately these 
technologies can enhance the learning experience for nontraditional students, but not 
before they are ready (Gordon, Quick, & Lyons, 2009).   
Causes of Attrition 
 A vacancy in fulfilling nontraditional students’ needs can easily lead to attrition, 
however, other factors contribute to a nontraditional learner dropping out of school.  
While many students at for-profit institutions can delay their return to school or transfer 
to another entity, here dropping out is defined as students who do not return at all from 
one semester to the next.  Unfortunately, very few studies have been conducted testing 
predictor variables for student drop out in the for-profit sector, further necessitating this 
study be conducted.  The following predictor variables are based off one of the most 
popular studies of 624 nontraditional students conducted in 1987 by Bean and Metzner.   
 GPA.  GPA was the biggest predictor variable of the study (Metzner, & Bean, 
1987).  Nontraditional learners encountering any issues effecting their GPA, like poor 
academic preparation, absenteeism or motivational factors were more likely to quit faster 
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(Metzner, & Bean, 1987).  Nontraditional students already experiencing low self-
perceptions are highly impacted by any setback that a traditional student or instructor 
may deem as minor.  These minor setbacks in GPA may equate to failure for 
nontraditional students, even if the student passed their classes, just not as well as they 
would have liked, and lead them to drop out (Metzner, & Bean, 1987). 
 Intent to leave. Following GPA, intent to leave was the second strongest 
predictor of nontraditional students dropping out of school (Metzner, & Bean, 1987).  
This was mainly measured by two psychological variables, utility and satisfaction, 
meaning how likely a student felt that the material they were learning would be used in 
the job force, and how happy they were with their school, instructors and themselves 
(Metzner, & Bean, 1987).    
 Aside from utility and satisfaction, however, student finances, outside support 
systems and the opportunity to transfer to another school also strongly influenced a 
nontraditional learner’s intent to leave a for-profit school (Metzner, & Bean, 1987).   
 Hours enrolled and absenteeism. Though most nontraditional students are 
enrolled in for-profit schools part-time, the number of credits for which they were 
currently enrolled had an impact on drop-out rates (Metzner, & Bean, 1987).  Schools 
define “part-time” differently and the more significant the amount of time a 
nontraditional learner is expected to be in school is directly related with high rates of 
absenteeism (Metzner, & Bean, 1987).  Nontraditional students are also traditionally 
working and balancing childcare responsibilities which take priority over classroom 
attendance (Metzner, & Bean, 1987).  Extended class hours or classes spanning during 
the entire week leave nontraditional students with few options for working and more 
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responsibilities in finding child care, but this is something that the school itself can help 
students with (Metzner, & Bean, 1987). 
 Study skills. Students who received academic support and were given 
remediation in study skills were less likely to drop out than nontraditional students who 
were expected to ask for the assistance (Metzner, & Bean, 1987).  Typically 
nontraditional learners will take advantage of opportunities given to them, but are far less 
likely to ask for the help, even if the support is there (Metzner, & Bean, 1987).  
Nontraditional students who are ill-prepared for a collegiate atmosphere or who have 
never had to navigate within one, are more likely to drop out without these fundamental 
skills (Metzner, & Bean, 1987).  
 Academic advising. A lack of instructor intervention and involvement with 
nontraditional students overall lowered the student’s satisfaction which contributed to 
dropping out (Metzner, & Bean, 1987).  When students felt personal connections with 
instructors, they were more motivated, held more accountable, and felt more invested in 
the school (Metzner, & Bean, 1987).  Nontraditional students respond better when 
instructors make their expectations very clear from the beginning of a course and take a 
vested interest in their students to encourage persistence (Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & 
Gonyea, 2008).  Schools must understand who its students are and what their needs are 
and work to target that population (Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008).  
Though students at a for-profit are guided more closely through the admissions process, 
remediation and mentoring once they were in the classroom dropped significantly 
(Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2013).  Much of this is due to the use of adjunct instructors 
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who are only paid to teach their course; there is no allowance in their salary for 
mentoring, tutoring or even preparation or grading time (Deming, Goldin, & Katz, 2013). 
Proactive Solutions 
 Suggestions to not only attract but retain nontraditional students include flexible 
classes, utilizing global learning techniques, offer career counseling, offer orientation 
services sometimes done in a first-year seminar course, have flexible leave policies for 
familial issues, and assign student advisors and hold regular advising meetings (Copper, 
2016).  Because of their lifestyles, nontraditional students prefer schools with accelerated 
programs, short semesters, part-time attendance options and close-to-home options (Afip, 
2014).  Most nontraditional students prefer to have the Internet involved in their 
programs to enable them to work and care for their families while still earning a degree 
(Afip, 2014).  Offering educational and lifestyle support is also beneficial to retaining 
these students (Seiden, 2009). 
Rationale 
 Considering all of these factors of what nontraditional students experience, fear, 
need and most commonly cause them to drop out of school can help guide educators and 
for-profit institutions alike to put systems in place in order to better meet these students’ 
needs, help them through Chickering’s stages of development, and persist to graduation.  
 Little growth has been made in completion rates for student enrolled in 
postsecondary schools in years, especially in the for-profit sector (Perna, 2016).  
Improvements in graduation rates will only occur when stakeholders take a more vested 
interest in students from enrollment consistently through the program to completion 
(Perna, 2016).  Few nontraditional students transition back into college easily, too few 
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lack the preparation for being in a classroom setting again, few realize the extent of the 
expectations that will be placed on them, and many have low self-esteem all resulting in 
attrition (Perna, 2016).   
Statistically, students who are FGS, come from low-income families, and are 
African American or Hispanic are substantially less likely than their opposing 
counterparts to have the academic preparation, financial and emotional support to persist 
through college and complete a degree (Perna, 2016).  Universally across the United 
States there needs to be stronger standards and processes put in place for nontraditional 
students (Perna, 2016).  Nontraditional students accounted for one third of all college 
students in 2009 and more than half of them were enrolled part time (Perna, 2016).  
“Adult students often face a unique set of hurdles to college access, success and 
completion, and would benefit from clear pathways into and through college to 
employment” (Perna, 2016, p. 210).  Another considerable problem is that there has been 
a considerable lack of research focusing on just for-profit schools and the nontraditional 
students’ needs (Perna, 2016).  Fixing this issue requires extensive study at an 
individualized level as one solution will not fit for every type of school, let alone every 
type of student (Perna, 2016). 
Summary 
 For-profit schools offering face-to-face instruction enroll predominantly 
nontraditional students who are simultaneously working and taking care of families while 
pursuing vocational programs.  The pressures facing nontraditional students in their 
personal lives, their own self-doubt and time away from a formal classroom can 
sometimes lead to them giving up their dreams and dropping out of school.   Learning 
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what nontraditional students feel they need from the school, their teachers and family can 
help the institution establish standards and programs to keep students enrolled and 
graduate.  Once a student can find intrinsic motivation to succeed, they are unstoppable.  
Despite this connection in the research, however, there is a significant lack of focus on 
the needs of nontraditional students at for-profit postsecondary institutions specifically, 
enhancing the need for this research to be conducted. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
 The focus of this study are the struggles that nontraditional students attending 
brick and mortar for-profit postsecondary institutions faced that either prolonged their 
graduation or led them to contemplate dropping out of school.  This study explores how 
nontraditional students experience college differently than existing knowledge about 
traditional students, what specific struggles nontraditional students delineate as potential 
barriers to graduation, the impact faculty and school personnel have on their education 
and what items would ease the struggles they encounter and help them persist to 
graduation. This was a mixed-methods, within-site, single exploratory case study with 
ethnographic qualities, meaning the research focused on one subset of students enrolled 
at the for-profit postsecondary institution, Stethoscope School of Health, and one set of 
real-life issues with the intent of obtaining an in-depth understanding of the case 
(Creswell, 2006).  Though a potential outcome of this research would be to better 
understand nontraditional students as a whole because they have never been studied in 
this manner, this study solely focuses on some of the students in the licensed practical 
nursing program at Stethoscope School of Health, located in the northeastern part of the 
United States. This specific group was chosen because their program lasts for 18 months, 
which is the second longest at the school and the average-length program in which 
nontraditional students typically enroll (“For-profit,” 2013). Additionally, the LPN 
program has a larger number of students compared to other programs on campus to 
participate in the study. This school was also chosen because most nontraditional students 
enroll in trade-driven programs like healthcare majors (“For-profit,” 2013), it offers 
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associate’s degrees to its LPN students and the school was geographically accessible to 
this researcher. 
The central question answered through this mixed-methods exploratory case study 
was discovering what struggles nontraditional students personally and academically 
encountered, how it hindered their persistence at for-profit postsecondary institutions, and 
how to overcome those struggles in order to graduate, which was guided by the following 
research questions: 
1. How do nontraditional students differ from traditional college student 
populations? 
2. What obstacles do adult-learners at for-profit schools feel compromise their 
ability to persist to graduation? 
3. What roles, if any, do faculty at a for-profit institution play in a nontraditional 
student’s motivation to stay in school? 
4. What institutional programs, if any, can for-profit schools offer its students to 
help them succeed? 
The remainder of this chapter focuses on how this study was designed, tested, 
executed and resulting data analyzed. First the overall design will be described and 
justified followed by the same for the population studied and the Stethoscope School of 
Health. Because this was a mixed-methods study, first the methods for administering the 
quantitative portion of the study followed by how the data was analyzed. Similarly, the 
qualitative methods of the study will be delineated followed by how data was analyzed. 
The chapter will conclude with the ethical considerations of the study 
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Research Design and Rationale 
This study followed a mixed-methods case study approach that focused on one 
population of students in one school in order to understand this student population and 
the variety of challenges they faced within (Russ-Eft, & Preskill, 2009).  The participants 
in this study share many of the same qualities as non-traditional students as based in the 
current research literature, which is why these participants were chosen. The case study 
approach provided in-depth portrait of these students’ struggles and who they are (Russ-
Eft, & Preskill, 2009; Merriam, & Tisdell, 2016).  The goal of this approach was not to 
make generalities about the entire nontraditional student population, but to better 
understand this specific sample group and gather information that was most important to 
the study subjects within their own academic setting (Russ-Eft, & Preskill, 2009). 
Limiting this study’s sample size also reduced variation within the group with regard to 
program of study, length of program, admissions requirements and curriculum which 
could have influenced some of the results without these limitations. Using both the 
quantitative and qualitative approached with the sample studied enabled more varied data 
to be collected from the subjects than would have been only using one study method 
(Russ-Eft, & Preskill, 2009; Bulsara, 2006). The study was completed in two phases in 
March 2017; phase one consisted of administering the quantitative survey1 to the entire 
sample population of 36 students; the second phase of the study involved interviewing 16 
of the 36 students2. 
Rationale.  A mixed-methods approach was selected for this study in order to 
gather numerous perspectives on the same issues (Bulsara, 2016).  Additionally, 
                                                          
1 The Quantitative Survey can be found in Appendix A 
2 The Interview Protocol can be found in Appendix D 
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collecting data from various sources validated the information collected and was more 
reliable because it could be triangulated (Russ-Eft, & Preskill, 2009; Bulsara, 2016). The 
survey was first used in order to collect experiences from all of the students which 
enabled this researcher to view the students as a group and find commonalities and trends 
among the answers. This data provided a backdrop for the data collected during the in-
depth interviews that were more reflective of the individual students’ experiences. By 
using both a survey instrument and interview protocol, it better ensured that there were 
no gaps in the data collection and helped to reduce predetermined researcher assumptions 
(Bulsara, 2016). 
Population and Site 
Population Description 
Seventy-two students were enrolled in the LPN program at Stethoscope School of 
Health in November 2016 when IRB approval was sought. Of those, 30 students were 
enrolled in the new hybrid program which had a different curriculum, teachers and 
protocol than the 42 students taking face-to-face classes, thus the hybrid students were 
eliminated from the sample to reduce variations. By the time IRB approval was received 
and data collection was ready to begin in March 20173, only 36 students remained in the 
face-to-face program, creating the study sample. All 36 students in the face-to-face 
program completed the quantitative survey and 16 of the 36 volunteered to be 
interviewed for the qualitative portion in order to gain more detailed information from 
each subject. 
                                                          
3 The researcher received permission from the campus president and corporate entities to conduct the 
research at the school.  The director of education, program directors, and instructors at this site knew of 
this researcher’s intentions to conduct her doctoral study at this location and offered their assistance.  
The corporate letter of permission can be found in Appendix N. 
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Of the eight programs at this research site, the practical nursing program was 
chosen because it is the best population to help answer the research questions.  The LPN 
program is the second-longest program on campus, lasting 18 months, so students need 
more motivation and personal persistence to complete the program as opposed to those 
on the campus only lasting 6 months. This is also the average-length program for 
nontraditional students (“For-profit,” 2013). Students in this program undergo more 
stringent admissions requirements to be accepted into the program as compared to some 
of the other majors on campus and students receive an associate’s degree upon program 
completion, which most nontraditional students seek (“For-profit,” 2013). The 
participants in the study’s sample were already either 9 months, 12 months, 15 months or 
18 months into the program, while others were 24 months into the 18-month program 
when the data was collected. Having students at various points in the program was very 
helpful during data collection as they offered different experiences and viewpoints based 
on where they were in the program. 
Despite the strength of the population sample, the study was hindered by the fact 
that students who have dropped out of the program were not included.  Learning what led 
to their decision to leave, what struggles they encountered as a student, how they felt 
about that decision, and a lack of current available data will be missing from the study as 
it was beyond the scope of this study.  The time in which this study was completed did 
not make it feasible to find out who those students were, how to find them, finding them 
and then gathering data.  In this way, the students whose struggles may have led them to 
drop out are not represented in this sample. 
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Site Description 
The data utilized in this study was gathered from a sample of non-traditional 
students at Stethoscope School of Health, a for-profit postsecondary school in the 
northeastern United States.  This location was one of 42 sites across 10 different states 
owned by the same corporation and consisted of three rented buildings that covered 
approximately one-third of a mile on its own campus-like atmosphere. Course offerings 
were limited to Allied Health-related programs including dental hygiene, expanded 
function dental assisting, practical nursing, massage therapy, medical assistant, 
phlebotomy, medical coding and billing and practical care technicians.  Though many 
for-profit locations are within store-like spaces, these buildings were designed for this 
specific school (“Fact,” 2015).  The building housing the dental departments was the 
newest addition to the campus built approximately in 2010.  The students coincidentally 
and conveniently shared the campus with other medical facilities including 
gastrointestinal specialists, podiatrists, general practitioners, and sleep specialists. 
This location also met many of the characteristics of a for-profit school as 
described in the literature.  The highest degree offered by Stethoscope School of Health is 
an associate’s degree yet they also offered certificate and diploma programs. Ninety-
percent of the staff are part-time employees and only four instructors at the site have 
degrees in teaching, while the rest are field specialists, as is commonly found at trade for-
profit schools (“For-profit,” 2013). Similar to other for-profit institutions, Stethoscope 
School of Health had an uncertain future due to the significant revenue loss associated 
with student attrition and declining enrollment rates. At for-profit schools, attrition 
typically only occurs when a student voluntarily leaves the school (“For-profit,” 2013). 
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According to the school’s CEO, multiple budgetary cuts were made throughout all 42 
locations to keep the school open. These cuts included closing 10 locations in 2013 which 
saved the company $10 million and converting to a standardized curriculum, which saved 
the corporation $30 million.  Other budget cuts affected employees as well.  Employee 
salaries had been frozen since 2013, the corporate 401K match for employees and tuition 
reimbursement programs were eliminated, and employees were paid for their time in the 
classroom teaching, eliminating compensation for tutoring, class preparation or grading.  
Not hiring full-time employees saved the company costs in salary and benefits and also 
saved money by not paying instructors for tutoring, grading, class preparation or training.  
In 2016, as enrollment rates dropped even lower, this school combined administrative 
personnel with another nearby campus, released or demoted several instructors and did 
not replace open positions in an effort to keep the school open.   
Keeping this school open despite the financial difficulties has kept hundreds of 
students pursuing a degree. Though enrollment fluctuates monthly, there were 
approximately 260 students enrolled at the site as of November 2016 with 72 of those in 
the LPN program.  By June 2017, the site population dropped from 270 to 230 and only 
57 remained in the practical nursing program. These declining numbers support the need 
to find out why students are leaving this school so often.  The corporation president states 
enrollment at all 42 sites collectively had declined 35 percent since 2010 (“Fast,” 2016).  
Of those enrolled, only six percent of the students at this location were male and the 
average student age was 26 (“Fast,” 2016).  The average tuition per year was $26,756 but 
the nursing program cost approximately $35,000 according to the site (“Fast,” 2016).  
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) and The Integrated 
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Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), the retention rate for the 2013-14 school 
year at the campus where this study was conducted was 62 percent and graduation was 53 
percent (“Fast,” 2016).  By 2017, the campus reported retention rates at 83 percent with 
graduation at 56 percent; also, 79 percent of LPN site graduates were working in the 
field. As a whole, the company currently enrolled over 16,000 students (“Fast,” 2016).  
The smallest corporation site has only 14 students enrolled while the largest has 1,645 
students.  The average enrollment per site was approximately 386 students. 
Research Methods 
This researcher used a mixed-methods case study research approach for this study 
in order to accurately answer the central and sub-questions of the study. This approach is 
designed to collect data from multiple perspectives in two phases, the first is the 
collection of quantitative data from a larger sample size, followed by a second phase of 
qualitative data collection to elaborate on the quantitative findings, discover information 
that was not included in the survey tool, and probe deeper into student perspectives 
(“Choosing,” 2017) 
This method enabled this researcher to validate and triangulate the data, and 
receive more in-depth answers to the research questions than one method alone would 
provide (Bulsara, 2016; Russ-Eft, & Preskill, 2009).   For example, in the survey, 
participants denoted that their lack of self-confidence affected them in the classroom. 
This sentiment was echoed and elaborated upon during the interviews, substantiating the 
data collected in the first phase of the study. The quantitative data was collected first 
using a survey instrument this researcher created and designed as explained in the 
following section. The second phase of the study consisted of the qualitative interviews.  
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Table 2 illustrates the research questions and methods to obtain information for each 
question. 
Table 2 
Overview of Research Design 
Research Questions Research 
Methods 
Data Sources Rationale 
Phase I:  
How do nontraditional 
students differ from 
traditional college 
student populations? 
Survey Self-
administered, 
paper surveys 
Surveys will 
provide quantitative 
demographic data 
for entire 
population 
Phase II:  
What obstacles do adult-
learners at for-profit 
schools feel compromise 
their ability to persist to 
graduation? 
Semi-structured, 
open-ended 
interviews; 
survey 
Individual 
interviews with 
enrolled 
students  
Qualitative 
interviews provide 
in-depth insight 
into the 
participants’ 
experiences 
What role, if any, does 
faculty at a for-profit 
institution play in a 
nontraditional student’s 
motivation to stay in 
school? 
Semi-structured, 
open-ended 
interviews; 
Surveys 
Individual 
interviews with 
enrolled 
students; entire 
population 
Qualitative 
interviews provide 
in-depth insight 
into the 
participants’ 
experiences 
What institutional 
programs, if any, can for-
profit schools offer its 
students to help them 
succeed? 
 
Semi-structured, 
open-ended 
interviews; 
Surveys 
Individual 
interviews with 
enrolled 
students; entire 
population 
Qualitative 
interviews provide 
in-depth insight 
into the 
participants’ 
experiences  
 
Phase I: Quantitative Survey Design 
A survey of students as found in Appendix A was utilized to collect a variety of 
data from the subjects. This researcher designed this survey tool by using and adapting 
several questions utilized in prominent higher education-focused surveys including the 
National Center for Education Statistics, the University of Colorado and the National 
Alliance for Partnerships in Equity. Other questions were created based on the current 
77 
 
 
 
research literature and this researcher’s tacit knowledge and experiences having worked 
with non-traditional students to create 12 questions that were not represented in existing 
survey instruments as shown in Appendix B.  The survey gathered information on several 
important dimensions of non-traditional students’ lives and experiences such as if and 
how much they worked while in school, details about their families, their income, their 
educational past, their parents’ education levels, their personal fears, their estimation of 
whether they would graduate, and their obstacles to learning. The survey also asked 
participants about their families including if they were parents, the ages of their children, 
and their parents’ highest level of education (Bloomberg, & Volpe, 2016). Questions 
regarding how strongly they feel supported at home and what else they felt they need as a 
student were included as well.  Another set of questions in the survey addressed the 
school itself and programs offered as well as programs the respondents wished it offered.  
Subcategories within the survey included the students’ self-identified fears and anxieties, 
the roles of instructors and program directors in their education, technology, tutoring and 
transitional skills.   
Pre-Testing. Because the survey instrument was created primarily from a 
compilation of other survey sources, it was important to pre-test the survey in order to 
eliminate any confusion or errors, ensure question clarity, time how long the survey took 
to complete and determine if any questions were missing before its official distribution. 
The survey instrument was pre-tested twice in February 2013 at the survey site with 13 
dental hygiene students and 10 medical students, who were not part of the study itself. 
These pre-tests yielded important information regarding the time required to complete the 
survey, unclear questions, unclear or missing answer choices, spelling errors, and 
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questions that needed to be added. Those pre-tested brought up interesting issues or 
problems with certain questions that they were unable to answer based on how options 
were written or if a question did not apply to them. The subjects stated the survey tool 
itself did not feel long or cumbersome and was easy to answer. Based on the pre-testing 
results, 17 changes were made to the survey instrument including the addition of 
clarifying questions, additional answer options; revisions to question wording, order, and 
ways to answer the question, ultimately increasing both the reliability and validity of the 
quantitative instrument. 
Distribution. In coordination with department personnel, all 36 of the students 
who were not included in the hybrid curriculum were invited to a meeting in March 2017 
order to complete the survey. It was decided that mode for the quantitative phase of this 
study would be self-administered in person on paper rather than utilizing any technology. 
This was done in order to yield the most results from the participants in the most 
expedited way and avoid any issues with technophobia.  Because of many of the 
student’s limited computer literacy and other priorities of coursework, though 
administering the questionnaires in person and on paper was more time consuming and 
required more planning, it introduced less error and produced more results (Russ-Eft, & 
Preskill, 2009).    
Prior to the meeting, this researcher wrote instructions on the board telling 
students to answer honestly, answer questions as of that day and not put their names on 
the survey, which were already pre-numbered, and that the information gathered from the 
survey would be used in this researcher’s study and ultimately published in her doctoral 
dissertation. They were also informed both on the board and in the survey instructions 
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that they could stop taking the survey at any time, though no one did4. A member of the 
faculty stepped in for the 20 minutes it took the students to complete the survey.   
 Data Analysis. The data collected from the each of the questionnaires was 
inputted into IBM SPSS Statistics Version 24 software. In order to maintain 
confidentiality, each set of data was coded by the survey number only as the survey 
instrument was designed to not include any of the students’ identifying characteristics. 
The software program then enabled this researcher to compute descriptives and 
frequencies for the variables showing percentages of how the sample as a whole 
responded to each question, enabling one to see trends in the data and then create 
pictorial representations of the data results. 
Phase 2: Qualitative 
In the next phase of the study, a subsample of students were interviewed as a way 
to further explore topics included in the survey tool and those yet unknown to this 
researcher Individual interviews were chosen for data collection because they lend 
themselves to a deeper conversation and the interviewee has the interviewer’s sole 
attention (Russ-Eft, & Preskill, 2009).   
During the group meeting where students completed the survey instrument, when 
they turned in the completed survey, they were then given an interview recruitment 
flyer5.  The purpose of the flyer was to recruit volunteers to be interviewed for the 
qualitative portion of the study. Twenty of the 36 students volunteered to be interviewed 
and were immediately contacted to schedule a one-hour interview appointment. Initially, 
this researcher anticipated interviewing 15 students, however, 16 of the 20 replied and 
                                                          
4 The informed consent protocol can be found in Appendix E 
5 The recruitment flyer can be found in Appendix C 
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thus 16 interviews were conducted over a three-day period in March 2017 in a private 
conference room in the site’s nursing department.   
Conducting the Interviews. Before asking any of the questions, this researcher 
verbally explained the informed consent policy; the students knew the interviews were 
being recorded, and this was done on a laptop using Movavi Video Suite 126 (Merriam, 
& Tisdell, 2016).  Participants received no monetary or academic incentives nor any 
academic repercussions for participating in the interview (Merriam, & Tisdell, 2016). 
Students were first asked their survey number in order to connect demographic data later 
during the analysis process with their qualitative responses and their name was never 
using during the interview for confidentiality purposes. 
The researcher used a semi-structured interview, questions were prepared in 
advanced and follow-up, probing or explanatory questions were also asked when 
necessary and may have been unique to individual participants based on their initial 
responses (Bloomberg, & Volpe, 2016; Russ-Eft, & Preskill, 2009).  Nearly 20 questions 
were prepared in advance based on the current literature, aforementioned studies, and 
survey data7.   This interview approach was more informal and conversational, and 
designed to not seem as intimidating to the participants (Russ-Eft, & Preskill, 2009).  
When people speak in narratives, they tend to reveal more information than they may 
anticipate or realize they are revealing (Du Pre, 2013). Though students were permitted to 
stop the interview at any time, none did so and many described the interview as 
“therapeutic.”  
                                                          
6 The informed consent protocol can be found in Appendix E 
7 The interview protocol can be found in Appendix D 
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Interview questions were initially designed to include contextual and perceptual 
questions. Contextual questions included the respondents’ interpretation of the school 
setting and the interaction between the student and their environment like teacher-to-
course calibration, teacher-to-teacher calibration, programmatic structure, teacher 
experience, programmatic leadership or school organization or communication 
(Bloomberg, & Volpe, 2016). Perceptual questions included topics such as teacher 
involvement; support systems; financial concerns; balancing jobs, children, home life and 
school; academic acclimation; and the most important factors to graduate.  These 
questions were designed to understand the respondent’s opinion or perception of the most 
critical aspects of the study (Bloomberg, & Volpe, 2016).  Based on the quantitative 
responses, questions regarding childcare, first-year seminar courses and balancing school, 
work and home were then included in the interview protocol. Questions asked in 
subsequent interviews based on what students were revealing included self-teaching, 
uniforms, medical terminology courses and textbooks. 
Data Analysis.  Following the data collection, 16 hours of interviews were 
transcribed by this researcher using Express Scribe software on the same laptop as which 
they were recorded (Bloomberg, & Volpe, 2016). The interview number was linked with 
the survey number prior to transcription, and since the participant’s name was never used 
during the interview, this provided the participant with complete anonymity and this 
researcher from not knowing what answers correlated with which respondent. 
Transcription took approximately three weeks to complete, during which time memoing 
was conducted. Following transcription, overall themes began to emerge from the 
memoing such as the impact personal and academic confidence and support systems had 
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on these students. The importance of faculty involvement and treatment and difficulties 
balancing school, work and home also emerged, but were expected based on existing 
research and preexisting framework (Russ-Eft, & Preskill, 2009). These pre-existing 
themes anticipated from the literature enabled this researcher to then begin further coding 
the qualitative data that was not anticipated from the literature. 
Coding. The coding process began by reading through the interview transcripts 
several times and memoing common language or keywords that were commonly repeated 
by interview subjects (Merriam, & Tisdell, 2016; Maxwell, 2013). Through these memos, 
this researcher then utilized a categorizing strategy of noticing 16 consistent questions 
that had been answered by respondents, whether directly asked or not, from every 
interview (Maxwell, 2013). Open coding occurred next by creating general coding 
categories based on what respondents had said. This is known as categorical analysis and 
organizational categories, like general open coding represent ways to further sort the data 
(Maxwell, 2013). These open codes were further broken down into descriptive, 
substantive categories, or child codes, based on the specific descriptions and statements 
of the respondents8 (Maxwell, 2013).  
After creating the codebook, this researcher then created a matrix in Microsoft 
Excel in order to categorize respondents’ statements that emerged during memoing 
(Maxwell, 2013). Statements were entered into the matrix sentence by sentence based on 
which of the 16 questions they answered. Following that, the parent and child codes were 
added into the matrix at each place where they were mentioned in order to look across all 
of the interviews for each code (Maxwell, 2013). After this was done, this researcher then 
                                                          
8 The codebook that this researcher created during open coding and axial coding can be seen in Appendix 
G.   
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created frequencies, or tallied how many times each code was mentioned for each 
question in each of the 16 interviews9 (Maxwell, 2013). Using these code tallies, this 
researcher created a chart of all of the codes utilized in each question in each interview, 
all of the codes used and how many times per interview, all of the codes used and how 
many times per question, and then how many times each code was used in total in order 
to analyze the most popular themes, the most discussed topics and where they arose 
during the interviews (Merriam, & Tisdell, 2016).  The coding process took 
approximately six weeks to complete. 
Timeline 
 Table 3 below illustrates the various steps that occurred leading up to the defense. 
IRB approval for this study was received on Jan. 30, 201710 and survey pre-testing and 
editing was done in February with data collection occurring in March. Quantitative data 
analysis occurred in March with qualitative transcription and coding analysis concluding 
in June 2017. 
Ethical Considerations 
  Approval from Drexel’s Institutional Review Board was required and obtained 
because this researcher used human subjects to acquire information.  Because the study 
site does not have their own IRB, this researcher secured the proper letters of approval 
from the site location to submit to the IRB.  Because the research questions are not of a 
sensitive nature nor are the subjects under the age of 18, participants did not need to sign 
the informed consent document, but it was still explained to them so they understood 
                                                          
9 These code frequencies can be seen in Appendix H. 
10 The IRB approval letter can be seen in Appendix P. 
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their participation in the study was voluntary and that they could cease participation at 
any time, though no one did (Creswell, 2015). 
Table 3 
Timeline of Methodology Process 
Timeline Months 
Tasks 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Obtain Drexel IRB Approval          
Schedule group meeting and 
email students 
         
Distribute survey tool and 
interview flyer 
         
Schedule and conduct interviews          
Transcribe and code interviews          
Enter data and analyze in SPSS          
Analyze findings          
Document findings and 
recommendations 
         
Finalize revisions and conduct 
defense 
         
 
 Providing anonymity during the quantitative portion of data collection was done 
by numbering the surveys rather than having respondents put their names on them. The 
survey did not require students to write anything, therefore students could not be 
identified through their handwriting either (Creswell, 2015).  Despite the smaller sample 
size, the wide range of questions and numbering the surveys in this way did not lead back 
to identity. Confidentiality during the interview process was done by only using the 
student’s survey number and never using their names during the interview, thus it was 
never recorded (Creswell, 2015).  This researcher also maintained confidentiality by not 
divulging each interviewee’s responses (Russ-Eft, & Preskill, 2009).  Additionally, 
because each student had a different story, many of which may not have been divulged, 
there was no risk that the students could be identified through the data collected unless 
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they themselves told others they were in the study, as explained in the informed consent 
document (Creswell, 2015).  Because this researcher knows many of the students, these 
students were more comfortable, honest and forthcoming during the interviews. During 
the interviews, most students got emotional at one point or another, many of them crying 
when speaking of their struggles or families, others getting angry when speaking of bad 
or unfair experiences. Based on the language and nonverbal cues they used, sometimes 
including sarcasm or even profanity, it does not appear that they answered questions in 
any way that would be perceived as trying to please this researcher, which was combatted 
from the beginning by explaining that there were no right or wrong answers to the 
questions, this researcher would be the only one to see the responses and the importance 
of their honesty as to not skew any results (Creswell, 2015).  Interviews were also 
conducted in a private conference room with a door, inside which no one else knew what 
was occurring and other students and instructors were unable to overhear the 
conversations and influence them in any way (Creswell, 2015). Serving as their instructor 
for some of them in the past or future, it was also imperative that the students understood 
that participating in this study would not result in any special academic treatment or 
adjustment of their grades as that violates this researcher’s ethics as an instructor and will 
be included in the students’ consent forms (Creswell, 2015). Most students stated they 
wanted to participate in this study to reciprocate the help they had received from this 
researcher in the past.  
 The students were made aware verbally and through the informed consent form 
that they could refuse to partake in the survey, the interviews and even stop the interview 
at any time, though no one did (Creswell, 2015).  To further ensure confidentiality, all 
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recordings, transcriptions, and SPSS files were kept on a USB flash drive designated only 
for this study.  The flash drive was copied, as were the surveys.  Both flash drives will be 
encrypted using Cypherix LE software.  One set of the surveys and flash drive will be 
given to this researcher’s supervising professor for storage, and another set will be kept in 
a locked, fireproof safe in this researcher’s home that no one else has access to. 
 Additionally, the biggest ethical concern was this researcher’s employment at the 
research site and this researcher acting as the interviewer; however, she did not receive 
any compensation, advantages, or support other than permission to use the site from her 
superiors.  She did not act as an agent of the school but as a researcher and conducted this 
research at her home site because she was passionate to help the students and potentially 
school for which she had dedicated so much of her time.  Following the publication of 
this study, she shared her research findings to her superiors and corporation. Working 
with this population and at the study site for six years before data collection greatly 
affected my research. Watching these students struggle, listening to their problems, and 
doing anything to help them over the years is the reason why this study topic was even 
chosen. Knowing this population assisted in the creation of the qualitative and 
quantitative instruments; however, it was enlightening to learn new things about this 
population through this study. 
Conclusion 
 Currently there is a significant deficit in understanding the needs of nontraditional 
students, primarily in a for-profit setting. Because of this deficit, utilizing an exploratory 
mixed-methods design was chosen.  This allowed the researcher to understand the 
variables utilizing quantitative surveys and then probing further via qualitative 
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interviews. This research has the potential to implement procedures or components to the 
school to retain students to completion. With so many for-profit postsecondary 
institutions closing because of revenue losses, this study has the potential to impact more 
than just those at the study site alone. More importantly, examining the responses to these 
research questions in the following chapter has the ability to impact thousands of students 
not only in the for-profit sector, but postsecondary institutions as a whole.   
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Chapter 4: Research Findings and Results 
 Exodus.  
It is an unfortunate state that occurs for many nontraditional students who are 
enrolled in college (Bell, 2012). It is most commonly occurring at for-profit institutions 
where nontraditional students account for the majority of the population (“Fact,” 2015). 
Sixty-five percent of students drop out of for-profit colleges and only 22 percent ever 
graduate (Sears, 2017; Morgan, 2017). When these students drop or fail out, it leaves 
students who were once so eager and excited to change their lives and their families’ 
destinies left without a degree. Without that degree, they lose the potential for the career 
they so desired, yet have mounting student loan debt because they didn’t or couldn’t 
complete their education. Nontraditional students are the increasing majority of students 
in college, with 80 percent of currently enrolled students falling into the nontraditional 
category (Morgan, 2017). They also account for more than half of all new student loan 
borrowers, and with for-profit tuition costing an average of six times higher than 
community college and double that of public university tuition, 70 percent of 
nontraditional students defaulted on their student loans in 2015 alone (Morgan, 2017). 
This default rate is unfortunately normal as nontraditional students tend to be from lower-
income families and attend expensive for-profit schools that require students utilize loans 
to cover tuition costs (Morgan, 2017). Students then have a mountain of debt and no 
degree or career to show for it. 
Not only are the students suffering from dropping or failing out of a for-profit 
school, but the institution does as well. High attrition rates leave these schools vulnerable 
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to closure because for-profit institutions do not receive any independent state or federal 
funding and rely solely on student tuition to operate (“Fact,” 2015). These high rates of 
attrition have led to some of the most well-known for-profit schools having to close their 
doors because of little-to-no profits. When these institutions like ITT Technical Institute 
and Corinthian Colleges were forced to shut their doors entirely, students in the midst of 
their programs were left without the chance to finish their degree, outstanding loans and 
credits that would not transfer (Deruy, 2017). Several University of Phoenix campuses 
followed suit leaving students educationally stranded and an additional 800 for-profit 
vocational programs are predicted to close very soon (Deruy, 2017). The overarching 
concern, however, is that as nontraditional students evacuate these schools in masses, 
some within just months, there must be a driving force pushing them out – but also 
strategies to help them stay. Understanding the individual and institutional factors that 
would enable adult students to persist and graduate will not only help the schools, but 
more importantly, empower students to fulfill the dream they had they first decided to 
return to the classroom. 
This mixed-methods study focused on the perspectives of 36 students pursuing an 
associate’s degree in practical nursing at Stethoscope School of Health. The heart of this 
study was learning what struggles nontraditional students encountered that potentially 
jeopardized their success, and discover what factors they felt were imperative to their 
program completion. The research answered the following questions: 
1. How do nontraditional students differ from traditional college student 
populations? 
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2. What obstacles do adult-learners at for-profit schools feel compromise their 
ability to persist to graduation? 
3. What role, if any, does faculty at a for-profit institution play in a 
nontraditional student’s motivation to stay in school? 
4. What institutional programs, if any, can for-profit schools offer its students to 
help them succeed? 
 The next section introduces the findings of the study. The subsequent section 
focuses on each research question’s respective findings and interpretations of this study. 
After the findings are presented, this chapter concludes with a summary 
Research Findings 
Importantly, the research findings from this study are consistent with the current 
state of knowledge on non-traditional students; findings demonstrate significant 
differences between non-traditional and traditional students. First, nontraditional students 
are raising families and financially supporting households while trying to attend school, 
and haven’t been in a classroom in years. This is a stark contrast to traditional students 
who characteristically live on campus, work fewer hours and have more time for 
schoolwork. Next, nontraditional students also encounter specific personal and academic 
challenges that differ from those experienced by their traditional counterparts. 
Furthermore, findings show that nontraditional students experience multiple and 
concurrent challenges that may hinder their persistence. Fortunately, the results of the 
study also highlight that teachers and program directors play pivotal roles in combatting 
these challenges in many ways such as their availability, consistency, support and 
didactic skills. Not only do teachers play a supportive, instructional and guiding role in 
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their students’ lives, but these findings suggest potential programs for-profit institutions 
can implement to ensure nontraditional students persist to graduation.  
Nontraditional Students: Anything But Traditional 
Nontraditional students differ from their traditional counterparts in numerous 
ways. Unlike traditional college students, nontraditional students have spent a significant 
amount of time out of school before pursuing another degree. This gap often leads to 
nontraditional students facing transitional issues such as learning how to be a student 
again and finding balance between their lives and school as data will demonstrate. 
Nontraditional students, dissimilar from traditional students, most often drive to campus 
with the goal of attending class. They often do not have the time nor interest in 
extracurricular activities, thus socializing is not high on their priorities. Nontraditional 
students are not typically as concerned with expanding their social circles as traditional 
students are; many adult students keep their classmate friendships limited to those with 
whom they connect or may need for assistance in a class. After class, they then leave 
campus for work or home where they change roles from student to provider. This section 
will explore the main differences between nontraditional and traditional students; these 
contrasts create a foundation in understanding nontraditional students and their needs at a 
for-profit postsecondary institution. 
Gender and Race 
 Compared with traditional college students, nontraditional students are more 
likely to be female and Caucasian. For instance, as reported in Table 5, 95 percent of 
study participants identified as female. This statistic is consistent with current literature 
that describes both the nontraditional and for-profit student population as 
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overwhelmingly female (“Fact,” 2015) compared with a slightly greater percentage of 
females in the traditional student population11 (“Table,” 2016). Next, the racial 
composition of the nontraditional student population differs from the traditional student 
population. As described in Table 5, 80 percent of the students identified themselves as 
Table 4 
Descriptive Statistics of the Study Population (n=36) 
Descriptive Data Range  SD  Minimum Maximum Mean 
 
Age   30.00  8.89  19  49  30.59 
High School Grad. Year 
   30.00  8.30  1986  2016  2005 
Hours Worked/Week 48.00  13.04  12.00  60.00  30.33 
Number of Children 5.00  1.30  1.00  6.00  2.04 
Length of Commute  
(minutes)  122.00  27.36  1.00  123.00  30.49 
Ages of Children  
(years)   26.75    .25  27  12.06 
 
Caucasian, while 11 percent were Hispanic, 5 percent were African American and the 
final 512 percent identified themselves as a race not listed in the survey instrument. These 
descriptive statistics differ in important ways from recent research reporting the 
demographics of traditional college students. Of the traditional students enrolled in 
college in 2015, 47 percent were Caucasian, 46 percent were Hispanic, 43 percent were 
African American13 (“Table,” 2016). Current research indicates that both traditional and 
nontraditional students are predominantly Caucasian, as these findings reflect, however, 
                                                          
11 The gender disparity among traditional students in 2015 were 54 percent female and 46 percent male 
(“Table,” 2016).   
12 Some students identified themselves as more than one race 
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there has been a swift increase of minorities enrolling in college and the Caucasian 
population has dropped (Grabowski, 2016). The growth of minority populations is 
expected to rise faster and more for nontraditional students than traditional students, 
however (Grabowski, 2016). This is mainly attributed to those minority populations who 
are also low-income are looking for better jobs with higher wages (Grabowski, 2016). 
Though this study site represents a small geographical area, there are considerable 
differences discovered in both gender and race in this study between nontraditional and 
traditional students. 
Age and High School Completion 
 Research findings also reveal salient differences between nontraditional and 
traditional college students in age, but similarities in means of high school completion. 
One of the clearest distinctions between traditional and nontraditional students is that 
adult learners are far older and vary more in age than traditional students. As displayed in 
Table 4, there was a 30-year range in ages for learners in this study population with the 
youngest being 19 years old and the oldest at 49 years old. The average age among the 
group was 29 years old. This data aligns with the research literature that adult learners are 
generally over the age of 25 years old, whereas traditional students are between the ages 
of 18 and 24 (Morgan, 2017). The average age of a traditional student was between 18 
and 19 in 2015 (“Characteristics,” 2017).  Also upholding the research literature is that 
there was diversity in means of high school completion for this study’s participants. As 
displayed in Table 5, while 78 percent of learners received their high school diplomas, 19 
percent received their GEDs and two percent were homeschooled. The diversity in high 
school completion is similar to the national average of how traditional students met their 
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high school requirements. In 2013, 75 percent of 18 to 24-year-olds received diplomas, 
22 percent earned their GED and 3.4 percent were homeschooled (“Chapter,” 2015). 
Table 5 
Statistics Representing Participant Schooling, Gender and Race (n=36) 
Frequency Data   Frequency Percent 
 
Gender 
Male     2  5.70 
Female    33  94.30 
 
High School Completion 
High School Diploma   28  77.80 
GED     7  19.40 
Homeschooled   1  2.80 
 
Time Out of School 
Less than 1 year   7  20.60 
1 – 5 years    17  50.00 
6 – 10 years    5  14.70 
11 – 15 years    3  8.80 
16 – 20 years    2  5.90 
 
FGS 
Yes     14  38.90 
No     22  61.10 
 
Race 
White     29  80.60 
Hispanic    4  11.10 
Black     2  5.60 
Other     2  5.60 
 
Time Out of School 
Rather than moving directly from high school to a college atmosphere, many 
students take time off as adults after compulsory education to raise families or earn a 
living. Table 5 indicated that 81 percent of the participants had been out of school longer 
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than a year before returning to school. Of the 19 percent of the participants who were out 
of school for less than a year before enrolling in the LPN program, 16 percent of them 
were taking nursing prerequisite courses at other schools, and thus had only being out of 
school a few months before beginning this program. 
Table 6 
Statistics Representing Participant’s Family Education (n=36) 
Frequency Data   Frequency Percent 
 
Relatives Finished College 
Yes     18  60.00 
No     12  40.00 
 
Dad’s Highest Education 
Less than high school   10  27.80 
High school    11  30.60 
Certification    8  22.20 
Associate’s Degree   2  5.60 
Bachelor’s Degree   2  5.60 
Master’s Degree   2  5.60 
Doctorate    1  2.80 
 
Mom’s Highest Education 
Less than high school   6  16.70 
High school    15  41.70 
Certification    4  11.10 
Associate’s Degree   6  16.70 
Bachelor’s Degree   3  8.30 
Master’s Degree   2  5.60 
 
Only one student in the study enrolled in the program less than one year after 
finishing high school requirements, while most had been out of school for up to five years 
before returning. Five percent of students had been out of school for 16 to 20 years before 
returning to the classroom.  One such student said, “After spending 20 years of putting 
what I wanted to do on hold, this was the second try of going into a school.” While 
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traditional 18-year-olds typically trade their high school cap and gown for dorm-room 
storage bins and campus maps nontraditional students are generally far older when they 
begin their postsecondary journey (Morgan, 2017). Research indicates that the delay is 
most often due to raising families (Morgan, 2017). 
Family Responsibilities 
 In contrast with traditional students, many nontraditional students have spouses 
and dependents for whom they are caring and supporting.  While traditional students 
enrolled in college are typically only caring for themselves, nontraditional students are 
frequently raising families while going to school. As shown in Table 4, 64 percent of the 
study participants have between one and six children living at home who range in age 
from 3 months old to 27 years old, with the average dependent being 12 years old. Fifty-
eight percent of students surveyed stated that caring for a family while in school was 
definitely challenging as shown in Table 9, and 31 percent of them ranked it as the 
second most significant challenge impacting student success. Jane, a mother of six, 
discussed the role that her family played in her decision to enroll in a for-profit school: 
     I have children, a hectic schedule, and not lots of years to be in school. I  
     wanted something shorter and more flexible to get me working faster and still     
     be able to care for my family at the same time. 
Known for offering shorter programs to get students into the workforce faster, for-profit 
institutions attract numerous nontraditional students like Jane who want to advance their 
careers, but need to financially provide for their families simultaneously. Compared to 
nontraditional students, only 13 percent of the 9.3 million students enrolled at four-year 
colleges are traditional students with children (“Improving,” 2011). Of the 16.7 million 
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students enrolled in all types of higher education, 23 percent of them are traditional 
students who are also parents (“Improving, 2011). Far fewer traditional students, if any, 
are faced with the same responsibility of having to raise children while attending college, 
therefore they may have more time to focus on their studies. Managing a family is not a 
typical stressor for traditional students, however, it plays a big role in a nontraditional 
student’s life. 
 Work. In order to pay tuition and care for themselves or their families, many 
nontraditional students are employed. Table 6 displays the percentage of students who 
were employed while in school while Table 4 demonstrates how much the study 
participants worked. For example, 78 percent of students worked while enrolled full-time 
in school. Although the number of hours devoted to employment varied ranging from 12 
to 60 hours each week, the average number of hours spend on work was substantial; the 
mean number of hours worked each week is 30 hours.  One student explained, “When 
you’re older and you have a family and you have another 2 jobs, everything starts to get 
overwhelming.  Did I make the right decision going back to school?” Many other 
students interviewed expressed similar sentiments about the struggles of balancing 
employment and school. One student, Karen, who can only work overnight shifts in order 
to still attend school said: 
I only work 48 hours a week now but at the time of those (academic) issues, I      
was working 60 hours a week and that’s when I didn’t have time to study and   
was coming straight to school from work and having those issues  
concentrating and staying awake. I still have a car payment and I have my own  
bills to pay. I can’t put everything on my husband because that’s not fair. 
98 
 
 
 
Table 7 
Statistics Representing Participant’s Family Information (n=36) 
Frequency Data   Frequency Percent 
 
Work  
Yes     28  80.00 
No     7  20.00 
 
Have Children 
Yes     23  65.70 
No     12  34.30 
 
Household Income 
$0 - $20,999    14  43.80 
$21 - $30,999    6  18.80 
$31 - $40,999    5  15.60 
$41 - $50,999    2  6.30 
$51 - $60,999    3  9.40 
More than $81,000    2  6.30 
 
Personal Income 
$0 - $20,999    27  75.00 
$21 - $30,999    6  16.70 
$31 - $40,999    2  5.60 
More than $81,000    1  2.80 
 
Marital Status 
Single     17  47.20 
Married    11  30.60 
Separated    1  2.80 
Divorced    2  5.60 
Living with Partner   5  13.90 
 
Lack of Support 
No Parental Support   4  13.7 
No Spouse/Partner Support  7  23.4 
No Friend Support   3  9.7 
No Friends    5  13.9 
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One of two male study participants, Kevin, was 12 months into the program when he was 
interviewed for this study. He worked as a roofer for the majority of his adolescent and 
young adult life until beginning to work as a certified nurse’s aide per diem for nearly a 
decade before enrolling in the LPN program at this site. Raising two children, caring for 
his ailing father and providing for his wife who worked part time made work a necessity 
for him. As an adult providing for his family, he had to find a way to work, saying: 
There have been times where I’ve had to miss class to go to work.  If the cell   
phone bill is due tomorrow and I’m at school tomorrow when I could be out  
making money to pay the bill it makes it hard.  I’m lucky enough that I haven’t  
had to skip class too much, but I haven’t been able to set it up where when  
someone needed me to work or we needed a bill paid, that I was able to  
organize enough to deal with it and make the extra money that we needed.  It  
comes down to necessity. 
Kevin’s story is not uncommon among his classmates and adult learners. Twenty percent 
of students in the study reported issues with attendance, and during their interviews, 
attributed these issues to either needing to work or childcare. Another student, Maria, had 
to quit her lucrative full-time job to attend school because her job would not be flexible 
with her hours. The mother of two now works part-time for the school doing work study 
and said, “People figure it out. They have to. One of my classmates worked 40 hours 
every weekend so they had the week free. We’re adult learners so we should all know 
what we’re working towards.” 
Working full time is not a component of a typical traditional college student’s 
story, who characteristically works part time, if at all. Approximately 45 percent of all 
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traditional students work while in school (“Youth,” 2016) but only 20 percent of that 45 
percent work more than 30 hours a week while attending college (Perna, 2010). Much of 
their financial support comes from their families or extra loan money taken out on their 
behalf. Nontraditional students, however, often do not qualify for substantial student 
loans, have a rent or mortgage payment, cell phone bills, utility bills, car payments, house 
and car insurance payments, day care costs, and daily expenditures, making working an 
absolute necessity (Caschera, 2013).  
 Finances. In order to support themselves or their families, working is a necessity 
to keep a nontraditional student’s family financially solvent, which is another finding that 
distinguishes traditional and nontraditional students as most traditional students typically 
do not have the same financial pressures or responsibilities. Table 8 reveals that 77 
percent of students feared being able to maintain their financial responsibilities while still 
in school, and 83 percent of students found finances to be a struggle. Half of the 
participants in this study ranked finances as their most significant challenge impacting 
student success.  Moreover, as Table 7 shows, 55 percent of nontraditional students are 
living in homes where all people working in the home are earning less than $31,000 per 
year and 92 percent earn less than $31,000 themselves per year14. Jane feels these 
financial pressures every day: 
     I’ve had a long, hard life. I’ve struggled. I’ve always been on the bottom.       
     Since 2000 I’ve been on food stamps, I’ve always been low income.  I’m not  
     financially stable.  By the time I pay my bills I have $180 left for the month to  
     take care of a family of 8 plus gas and food. 
                                                          
14 The median household income for the city where this study site is located was $46,684 in 2015 (“At,” 
2017).   
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Jane and her husband support their family on less than $21,000 per year, or half of the 
average household income in the city where the study site is located. They struggle 
financially every day to meet their family’s basic needs, but her goal when she gets her 
degree is to be able to take her children to an amusement park, which is something she 
has never been able to afford before. 
 In contrast to the significant financial responsibilities facing nontraditional 
students, traditional students’ financial obligations are often considerably less. Some 
traditional students may be responsible for gas to commute to campus, their cell phone 
bill and food, unless it is covered through a campus meal plan (Morgan, 2017). Some live 
at home with their parents, eliminating rent and utility costs and tend to borrow less 
financial aid (Morgan, 2017). A small minority of traditional students do face the same 
financial responsibilities and realities as their nontraditional counterparts, but not as 
regularly as nontraditional students (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). 
Summary 
 Research findings demonstrate that nontraditional students differ from traditional 
students in age, family responsibilities and time out of school. As traditional students are 
typically 18 to 24 years old, the oldest student in this study was 49 years old. This age 
difference is significant because adult learners are waiting longer after high school to 
continue their postsecondary education, unlike traditional students. Far more adult 
learners than traditional students are working while in school and are working many more 
hours per week. Traditional students typically work part-time and very few work more 
than 30 hours per week, while adult learners are working at least one full-time job and 
rarely work less than 40 hours per week. These occupational obligations are necessitated 
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by the financial responsibilities that burden adult learners. These financial obligations far 
outweigh what the typical traditional student faces while in school. Findings indicate 
there is little difference between race and that both traditional and nontraditional students 
work, but to varying degrees. They also share the common goals of receiving an 
education, earning a degree and being productive members of society. Based on these 
findings, it shows there definitely is a difference between traditional and nontraditional 
students in postsecondary education. 
Personal and Academic Barriers Nontraditional Students Face 
Nontraditional students undoubtedly differ from traditional students in significant 
ways, so in turn, the particular challenges and needs for this group may differ as well.  
Research findings suggest that a majority of nontraditional students struggle with 
personal issues like balancing home, work and school; self-doubt and low self-esteem; 
feelings of guilt, selfishness, chaos, and ultimately fear. Not addressing these issues can 
exacerbate the impact they have on a nontraditional student’s academic success. 
Personal Issues 
 As this study’s findings have so far revealed, nontraditional students are returning 
to school at a later age, working while often raising children, and trying to achieve their 
academic goals and overcome past educational experiences all at the same time. This 
struggle to balance their responsibilities in addition to achieving their own goals creates a 
host of mixed emotions for nontraditional students. One study revealed that a 
nontraditional student’s own personal feelings about themselves is the most significant 
obstacle that they face when returning to school (Baharudin, Murad, & Mat, 2013). 
Nontraditional students tend to show trepidation for attending college and drop out based 
on the psychological negative reinforcement they experienced in past educational settings 
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(Lawrence, 2000).  Typically, though they need to ask questions the most, they won’t for 
fear they will be viewed as inadequate (Lawrence, 2000).  Instructors combatting these 
negative memories, anxieties and self-interpretations from the beginning and fostering a 
motivational environment is pivotal for retaining nontraditional students (Afip, 2014).  
They lose initial motivation and excitement quickly with any kind of setback, regardless 
of how minute it may seem, due to their past and emotional vulnerability (Afip, 2014).   
 Fear. One significant emotion nontraditional students certainly encounter is fear, 
which can be crippling for some. As seen in Table 8, the adult learners in this study had 
10 predominant fears that weighed on them from the survey instrument.  Many of the 
biggest concerns students had according to research findings had to do with their personal 
lives effecting school. As seen in Table 8, 89 percent of study participants feared not 
being able to balance everything, while 83 percent feared the courseload itself at school. 
Seventy-seven percent of students feared maintaining their finances, 72 percent feared 
failing, 69 percent were afraid of having no help at home and 64 percent were afraid of 
not being smart enough. Half of the students or less were fearful of being too old, 
technology, not liking the field they chose and not being able to keep up academically. 
Any student has fears when returning to school, but having spent more time outside of the 
classroom combined with familial obligations can exacerbate these fears. “Just thinking I 
wasn’t smart enough all the time was so hard to overcome.  I don’t think I even have 
yet,” Mary said. “Sometimes that fear alone makes me think about dropping out.”  The 
fear of not knowing what to expect of school, what will be expected of them and not 
knowing how to manage it all contributes to the pressures nontraditional students feel that 
can negatively affect persistence. 
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Table 8 
Frequency Data Regarding Participant Confidence and Fears (n=36) 
Frequency Data     Frequency Percent 
 
Self Confidence 
Not Confident      6  16.70 
Somewhat Confident     16  44.40 
Confident      6  16.70 
Very Confident     8  22.20 
Affected by Confidence 
Somewhat       4  11.10 
Very Much      32  88.90 
Fears 
Failing      26  72.20 
Too Old/Too Young     16  44.40 
Technology      8  22.20 
No Help at Home     25  69.40 
Not Liking the Field     4  11.10 
Not Being Smart Enough    23  63.90 
Unable to Keep Up     19  52.80 
Managing Courseload    30  83.30 
Balancing      32  88.90 
Money       27  77.10 
 
 FGS. Current literature indicate that the fears nontraditional students face are 
exacerbated when they are also first-generation students (FGS), or the first in their family 
to attend that level of college. As Table 5 illustrates, 39 percent of students in this study 
were FGSs; additionally, Table 6 shows that nearly 60 percent of the participants’ 
mothers and 58 percent of their fathers had either not finished or only completed high 
school. This means that for 39 percent of the study participants, they were the first in 
their families to pursue a college degree. These research findings contradict the current 
literature, however. After running a Pearson Chi-Square test comparing FGS and fears, 
there were no statistically significant differences between the number or amount of fears 
for students who were FGS and those who were not in this study population. 
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Additionally, according to the same test, there were no statistically significant 
differences between the number or amount of challenges for students who were FGS and 
those who were not in this study population. This means that all of the students in this 
study population, whether an FGS or not, experienced the same fears and challenges at 
the same levels, contradicting current literature about FGS. 
 
Table 9 
Frequency Data Regarding Participant Challenges (n=36) 
Frequency Data     Frequency Percent 
 
Challenges 
Family       21  58.30 
No Support      16  44.40 
Transportation     10  27.80 
Childcare      9  37.50 
Childcare Impacting Attendance 
 Never      10  45.50 
 Rarely      6  27.30 
 Sometimes     5  22.70 
 Often      1  4.50 
Transitional Skills     21  58.30 
Finances      30  83.30 
Balancing      33  91.70 
Course Difficulty     17  47.20 
Time Management     29  80.60 
Attendance      7  19.40 
Lack of Confidence     22  61.10 
Poor Basic Skills     6  17.10 
Difficulty with Classmates    12  33.30 
Not Knowing Where To Go with Questions  15  41.70 
No One To Talk To     8  22.20 
Inconsistent/Unanswered Questions   13  37.1 
Valued By School 
 Yes      19  52.80 
 No      17  47.20 
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Table 10 
Frequency Data Regarding Identified Scheduling Issues (n=36) 
Frequency Data     Frequency Percent 
 
Scheduling 
Inconvenient Classes     18  50.00 
Inconvenient Clinic     16  44.40 
Not Knowing Schedule    32  88.90 
Next Quarter’s Schedule Early Enough 
 Yes      3  8.30 
 No      29  80.60 
Classroom Confusion 
 Never      2  5.60 
 Rarely      5  13.90 
 Sometimes     16  44.40 
 Often      5  13.90 
 All the Time     8  22.20 
Issues with Clinical Scheduling 
 Never      2  5.60 
 Rarely      13  36.10 
 Sometimes     16  44.40 
 Often      5  13.90 
 
ELL and LD.  In addition to not feeling supported or academically understood at 
home, 20 percent of all FGS students nationally are also non-native English speakers, or 
English Language Learners (ELL) (“First-generation,” 2016).  It is difficult to 
approximate the number of all nontraditional ELLs in higher education because these 
students are often lumped into the LD statistic or not reported at all (Eyring, 2014). 
Struggling as an ELL is an issue at Stethoscope School of Health that emerged during the 
qualitative portion of the study as 31 percent of students revealed that they were ELL and 
another 44 percent stated that they had some kind of learning disability. While traditional 
colleges and universities typically have departments dedicated to assisting these students 
in accordance with the Americans with Disabilities Act, the Stethoscope School of Health 
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does not have a department dedicated to supporting these students, like many for-profit 
institutions. Though admission of a disability is voluntary for students, at Stethoscope 
School of Health, students must prove to the campus president alone rather than a 
department of specialists that they need accommodations for learning disabilities through 
recent testing or other formal documentation. The campus president then determines any 
necessary accommodations and expresses these to any instructors the student may have. 
Aside from this researcher who is the only instructor on campus who works with ELL 
students on language and writing proficiency, there is also no other form of tutoring, 
counseling or accommodations that are usually made available to them. Also, many 
personnel at this study site are unaware of this instructor working with ELL students, so 
they often are not directed to her for help. These research findings indicate they end up 
feeling scared and alone.  
One such student is Dominique, who is in her 40s and not only has Attention 
Deficit Disorder but also natively speaks Spanish, both of which she kept hidden for 
more than half of the program until the courses got too difficult for her to hide it 
anymore. She is now 24 months into the 18-month program because her lack of admitting 
to her language barrier contributed to her repeating courses.  
I guess the intimidation of the language barrier, which a lot of people didn’t  
know about, made school really hard, but the people who do know me know it  
takes me longer to translate stuff.  I didn’t want anyone to look at me  
differently. My first language is Spanish and I’m pretty good at masking  
things, so no one really knew for a long time. Some people still don’t.  I have  
always been that wife that takes care of everything and makes everything look  
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perfect on the outside. Honey is out there making the money but my kids can  
never see if we are struggling or there’s a worry, so I learned to hide it from  
them.  I’ve developed that over time, if that makes sense, and it’s become a  
habit with a lot of things, including how I really feel about things. It was hard.   
There’s been a lot of crying in the 2 years I have been here. The frustration  
over knowing that I know that I know what I’m doing but it’s not showing on  
paper. And that since my husband and I have always struggled and worked for  
everything we had and demanded our kids do so much better than us, what  
upsets me is that I guess I seem weak, but it’s something I’m still working on,  
but I guess it needs more work.  
She asked both the campus president and director of education for assistance and stated 
neither informed her about the ELL tutoring she could receive. “If I knew you worked 
with students like me, I would have been at your door in a heartbeat because I know you 
would have helped me work through everything,” she said.   
 Another student halfway through the 18-month program, Sophia, echoed 
Dominique’s sentiments. Once a cheerful, bubbly, laughing woman in her 20s, she now 
just “does what I need to do to get out. I have no spirit left anymore.” Sophia also speaks 
Spanish and at times needs words said out loud to her or defined because she either 
mispronounces them or a word in English means something else in Spanish. Though she 
excelled in her first few quarters, soon her grades dropped as her mood did.  
When teachers make fun of how you pronounce something, or tell you they 
can’t pronounce something for you because it’s special treatment and then you 
score low, it beats you down. Speaking another language is not a disability, 
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despite what teachers have told me over and over again. I wish I went back to 
you for help like I did in the beginning, but I felt like a lost cause. I just finally 
stopped asking for help.  What was the point? 
 While some students in this study faced the challenges associated with their 
language barriers, others contended with barriers due to their learning disabilities. Some 
in the study stated during their interviews that they were afraid to admit their LD based 
on how they saw other students being treated. Still others didn’t reveal their LD because 
they didn’t want to be viewed differently, like Dominique’s best friend Chandra revealed 
who has Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. Though revealing their LD could 
potentially mean receiving classroom accommodations from the campus president, those 
with a LD who were interviewed felt more comfortable seeking help in other ways. 
Dominique said: 
I struggle with my learning disability, my language barrier. Since October I’ve  
been on medicine and going to therapy and I’m noticing more in the 
classroom. There’s less crying, more confidence. But how I feel impacts me in 
class.  The therapist that I’m seeing now makes me practice like sayings like 
“I’m better than that,” “don’t let people get to you,” “you can do this,” “you 
deserve it” and I tell myself that literally the entire drive every time but I don’t 
know if they’re working or I believe them.  At school, I feel everything but 
happy – scared, mad, angry, frustrated. 
 When students like Dominique, Sophia, and Chandra do not get the proper 
support that they need, are not made aware of available support or are degraded for what 
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they cannot help, these research findings indicate that it causes a host of negative 
emotions, especially fear of feeling alone and that they will fail. 
 Anxiety. Another personal challenge nontraditional students expressed in this 
study is anxiety. During the qualitative interviews, anxiety was discussed by more than 
one-third of the students. Some stated their anxieties were rooted in tests being timed 
though most expressed anxiety regarding the pressure of taking Health Education 
Systems Inc. (HESI) tests. Nursing schools across the United States give these exams to 
their students in order for them to graduate from the program. This happens as well as 
Stethoscope School of Health. These HESI tests are given at the end of every core 
nursing course and at the end of the entire program. These test scores determine if the 
student will pass a course and the overall program. If a student fails a HESI, they must 
complete remediation; they must also retake the exit HESI after remediation but score 
higher. If the student fails, they must repeat the final 12-week quarter of the program 
again and once again go through the Exit HESI process. If they fail both Exit HESI 
attempts after repeating the quarter, they are dismissed from the program at Stethoscope 
School of Health. The reason these tests are required is because the HESIs are predictors 
of how well an LPN student will perform on the NCLEX state licensing exam. Desiree 
said of this process: 
I am terrified of the exit HESI. Terrified. I am going to have to do something  
to or for myself to get through. I don’t even know what because I’m already in  
my head thinking “don’t freak out, calm down” and I can only imagine what  
will happen the day before and the day of. I will be a maniac. 
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Sophia struggles with test anxiety because of her language barrier, she said. “I get 
anxieties when I test no matter how much I studied. My mind blanks until I hear it,” she 
said. Others mentioned fear of the unknown creating anxiety for them, but once school or 
a particular class had started, it eased their anxiety. According to these research findings, 
other areas exacerbating a student’s anxieties include when students aren’t sure of how to 
take proper or accurate notes, have bad previous experiences with test taking, and utilize 
negative self-talk. While instructors formally assess students through tests, final exams, 
essays and projects, others commonly use presentations, which created great anxiety for 
Desiree who said, “I don’t do presentations well either. My anxiety gets so bad during 
presentations that I almost crouch down in a fetal position covered in hives.” 
 Like traditional students, nontraditional students struggle with various anxieties 
with regard to school, however, unlike traditional students, many of these anxieties stem 
from being out of the classroom for so long. Forgetting or never learning how to properly 
take notes or tests and negative past experiences in the classroom can cause anxieties to 
grow and even be debilitated as these findings showed. Though anxiety is a learned 
behavior that can be unlearned, adult students need help and support to learn to cope with 
these feelings. 
Guilt.  According to the findings from the qualitative portion of the study, another 
emotion that plays on the minds of nontraditional students a lot is guilt for time spent 
away from their families and feelings of selfishness. “I fight with a lot of guilt even 
though I know I am almost done,” Paula, who is near graduation, said. “All of my 
responsibilities fall on other people and I never get to see my family and friends because 
of school. 
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As parents, these students are pulled away from their children’s events often, or 
are choosing studying over family time and it weighs on them. “I missed a lot of 
parent/teacher conferences and science fairs because of school, and I feel so guilty,” 
Desiree said.  She continued: 
I feel so guilty because I missed a lot of stuff.  Sorry I’m crying, but I missed a  
lot of stuff with (my children’s) school. Because I couldn’t work during the  
day, I had to work at night so I missed concerts and recitals for my kids.  I  
have 11 and 13-year-old daughters in violin and chorus and my 18-year-old is   
struggling in school. If I have a quick lunch break from my own class, I try and  
run to his school to figure out his issues, but I feel like if I were home, his stuff  
wouldn’t be happening. There’s a lot of self- blame and endless guilt. I feel so  
selfish. 
Similarly, Isabella fought with guilt every day during her entire program – over 
her job, her living arrangements, her husband and her family. After 13 years of marriage, 
she and her husband separated because of the distance that grew between them and it 
almost caused her to drop out of school. 
I was never here and when I was I had to study and I didn’t have time for 
anyone and that really took a big strain on our relationship.  We are just 
moving back towards reconciling and fixing our relationship now that school 
is over so hopefully we will be back together soon but I just feel so guilty all 
the time.  Nobody understands what you’re going through and you’re 
supposed to come home not tired because you sat in a classroom all day.  And 
even though I’m physically here, I’m not mentally here.  And you can’t get 
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distracted once you start studying because you don’t know if you’ll get back 
on track. 
To financially provide for her children, Isabella moved her daughters into what she called 
“the projects” so that she had a cheaper home where she knew she wouldn’t be evicted, 
and had to trade in her day job as a Certified Nurse’s Aide to be a waitress on nights and 
weekends.  
The major hours I work are weekends and usually work doubles to make up for 
the week, so I don’t get to see my kids and I definitely don’t get to give them 
the things they used to have. On days I have clinicals in the morning, I also 
have to wake my poor babies up at 4 a.m. and drop them off at my parents so 
they can get to school on time. I don’t get to bring them to school, I don’t get 
to bring them home from school and I am inconveniencing everyone. 
Sometimes the guilt is so terrible it feels like I can’t breathe. 
 Findings from this study show that feelings of selfishness and guilt are 
unavoidable personal struggles these nontraditional students face. While they are working 
to further their education and better their lives, this is often done at a cost to families and 
friends, causing this internal conflict for these students.  
 Lack of confidence. The most substantial personal issue that study participants 
experienced was a lack of confidence in themselves. As shown in Table 5, 61 percent of 
study participants reported feeling a significant lack of confidence in themselves while 89 
percent said their academic performance is pointedly impacted by any insecurity. 
Students reported that self-doubt and lack of self-esteemed seeped into every facet of 
their education. Emily, who is more than halfway through the program, said: 
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Confidence affects you as a student.  I feel like if you aren’t confident at all  
you’re not going to get very far, and I say that because I was not and am still  
not very confident all the time.  I can see how it impacted me in clinical or  
even though you know what you know, you’re not confident applying it. Or  
sometimes second guessing yourself or not wanting to answer because you  
think you’re wrong. It’s literally an everyday battle. 
Similar to Emily, because Jane had not been in school in so long and had serious personal 
issues occurring when she began school, Jane said she “had no self-confidence, couldn’t 
use a computer and had no confidence in myself that I could be a student in a classroom 
again.” As nontraditional students, previous life experiences, solidified self-perceptions 
and extended periods of time out of the classroom expressively effect their confidence as 
students.  
Lack of balance. As Table 5 illustrates, the biggest fear that students had was 
being able to balance everything, as 89 percent of them reported. As nontraditional 
students, they are balancing their own homework; jobs; familial obligations; household 
responsibilities; finances; sometimes raising children and tending to their homework; 
spending time with partners and their families; and finding time for themselves. As the 
descriptive data in Table 4 shows, 78 percent of the study participants are parents with 
have a total of 46 children among them, 36 of whom are under the age of 18 years old. 
The study participants ranged from having one to 6 children with the mean number of 
children being two as seen in Table 4. This causes significant stress and balance concerns 
for nontraditional students. As Jane said: 
I have 6 kids and I work so that’s a lot to balance.  Possibilities to study  
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because of my schedule have been really tough.  Sometimes going into a test  
and not having a clue on what the material is, not because it wasn’t presented  
but because I didn’t understand it or didn’t have the time to hunt down a  
teacher for help is really common.  So then there’s a test and I don’t have an  
idea of what it’s on so I guess.  I know it effects my grades and if I could find  
balance things could be better, but I have to deal with what it is I guess. 
 Though time management is one way to find balance for adult learners, research 
findings in Table 5 demonstrate that 80 percent of study participants reported time 
management as a significant challenge for them, and many do not know how to find that 
balance. For example, with six months left to the program, Tanya said: 
     When you haven’t been in school for almost 10 years, you forget about the  
juggle of work and home life and school.  When you’re fresh out of high  
school, you’re still in juggle mode.  When you aren’t in school for a prolonged  
period of time, you remember the driving time and the class time, but you  
forget the study and the homework time because I know on average there’s 3  
hours of studying a night, if not more, and I know that logically but when it  
actually came to fitting it into my schedule I was at a big loss. 
As her school schedule became more demanding, so did her employer. When she wasn’t 
able to devote more hours to her job, she was fired and is one of the few nontraditional 
students in this study who doesn’t work. With her father’s financial support, she has been 
able to devote her time just to schoolwork.  However, other nontraditional students like 
Marge are not as lucky. In order to support her family, Marge works overnight and swing 
shifts, making time management and balance difficult: 
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Sometimes I don’t even know what day it is and I have to get all that studying      
in, and then my grades fluctuate and people think you don’t study, but you’re  
putting in all the effort but still have to work.  You’re so off and sometimes  
you’re running a night shift into the next day and it throws you off and very  
imbalanced. 
Students in the LPN program at the Stethoscope School of Health do not have a first-year 
seminar (FYS) course in their curriculum, which would assist them with time 
management, so unless they seek tutoring from instructors for this specifically like 
Marge, Tanya and Jane did, they are left to figure it out themselves. Chandra, who has 
two young children, is one such example who chose to keep her struggles to herself rather 
than reaching out for help, saying: 
Honestly, for so long I thought I was fine, but it was probably balancing my  
time with schoolwork and my daughter and my job that was a bigger issue for  
me than I realized. I was at school for so long that I was basically just used to  
going to work and coming home and taking care of my family and this added  
another wrinkle.  I had to have time for school, for my homework, for my  
daughter and her homework and help her and have time to work and do  
everything else.  Even though I figured out it was such a big issue for me, I  
kept that a bit secretive. I’m not sure why. Maybe because I was afraid that I  
would look like I didn’t have it all together like I should, or maybe because I  
just didn’t know there could be a way to fix it. 
 Though nontraditional students are older, it does not mean it is easier for them to 
ask for help. These findings show that though they may desperately need help, 
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nontraditional students have a tendency not to reveal this to instructors because of their 
insecurities, fear of being perceived as dumb or weak, or feelings of embarrassment or 
inadequacies. This again leaves them feeling alone and potentially jeopardizing their 
persistence. 
Academic Challenges 
 Oftentimes when personal struggles become more than a student can handle, it 
can often affect their academic performance. For some, academic struggles for 
nontraditional students are inevitable, regardless of any personal struggles. Appendix J 
illustrates how often students interviewed discussed particular academic issues that 
hindered their success.  
Transitioning. One of these struggles nontraditional students face is transitioning 
back into school. As Table 5 shows, 58 percent of study participants reportedly had issues 
with transitional skills.  Kevin hadn’t been in school in 20 years: 
I struggled readjusting to school because I never had any of that to begin with  
– the studying, the notetaking, the reading comprehension – so it was learning  
all of that along with the courses and finding out what actually works best for  
me which I had to figure out over time.  I would find out what worked for one  
class but not another.  I still have problems memorizing some things like a list  
– I still can’t memorize a list but I’m still working on it. 
 Like Kevin, Olivia also struggled trying to find out not only what type of learner 
she was but what techniques were most successful for her, which was a common issue for 
this study’s participants. Olivia, who was three weeks from graduating, said: 
I feel like a lot of different ways I’ve tried to study didn’t work. So by the time  
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I finally found something that helped, not that it was too late, but I was already  
struggling with so much that by the time I got in the groove it was only one 
quarter ago. So I’ve felt confident in knowing how I learn best for about 3 
months out of the 18 I’m here, and it’s been at the very end. 
As shown in Table 5, 65 percent of the students in this study had been out of school for 
up to 10 years, while 14 percent had last been in school between 11 and 20 years before 
beginning at Stethoscope School of Health. When so much time passes since the last time 
one was a student, they often forget how to be one and need assistance to readjust to 
school. 
According to these research findings, another reason students struggle with 
transitioning back into the classroom and even finding their learning styles at Stethoscope 
School of Health is because the curriculum moves so quickly, as is characteristic of for-
profit programs (“Fact,” 2015). In the LPN program at Stethoscope School of Health, 
prior to beginning clinical rotations in the third quarter, students are taking four classes 
every 12 weeks. Once they are in clinicals, they are typically taking three classes every 
12 weeks. One of the features that students often initially find so attractive about 
programs at for-profit schools is how quickly they are able to enter the workforce. What 
many don’t realize is how much material must be covered in that short period of time in 
order for students to be properly prepared. Naima, one student who was 15 months into 
the program when she was interviewed, described the curriculum this way: 
The curriculum being shoved down our throats so fast is unbelievably  
challenging. It’s like a hot dog eating contest and you’re trying to keep it all  
down because it’s so much information being shoved down our throats all at  
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once and we have to retain it and hold onto it and remember it without losing  
it. 
 These research findings indicate that transitioning back to school is a substantial 
problem for nontraditional students. Without a transitional course to help remind them 
how to be a student again and how to learn best, coupled with a fast-moving curriculum 
customary at for-profit schools, it can leave nontraditional students feeling overwhelmed, 
as they reported, and endanger their persistence.  
Inconsistency. According to these research findings, another structural 
component nontraditional students also crave is consistency. As the frequency data in 
Table 5 illustrates, 78 percent of students reported that they wanted consistency at 
Stethoscope School of Health. Regarding this issue, Tanya said: 
Information is not consistent.  Right now, we get three completely different  
pieces of information from the classroom to SIM15 to clinical.  They aren’t all  
wrong but teachers are using information from their experiences and where  
they’ve worked so there isn’t consistency among our own teachers.  And when  
that stuff keeps changing, why remember it when you know it’s going to  
change?  And then you get to the test and don’t know what value to use.  We  
learned things from the book in the first mod and used that same information  
in the second mod and we were told we were wrong.  You have to throw out  
what you learn every mod almost and then relearn it.  It’s not changing from  
the school or book, but it’s the teachers themselves based on their experience.   
So as a student, I refuse to learn any values because it depends on who the  
                                                          
15 SIM refers to on-campus simulations utilizing anatomically-correct rubberized human models or an 
electronic dummy some at the school call “Medi Man” 
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teacher is, where you work and where you’re at, so there’s no point, and at this  
point my brain won’t absorb them because I know in the next mod I’m going  
to have to relearn a completely new set of values. So what’s the point of me  
learning them? 
Many students reported a lack of calibration among the instructors in the department. In 
this department at the Stethoscope School of Health, tests are generated from textbooks 
and created by the governing corporate body, not the instructors, so if instructors teach 
students information based on practicality rather than textbook theory, this can lead to 
issues during formal assessments.   
Another issue with instructor consistency was keeping teachers in this department 
at the Stethoscope School of Health. During an approximate nine-month period, student 
participants reported that teachers were constantly changing within the department.  
“There were a lot of teachers coming and going and in just one class I had three different 
teachers in a 3-month period,” Naima said. The department also had four different 
program directors since 2014. “One mod I had a teacher who had absolutely no idea how 
to teach this pharmacology class and she basically told us that we had to teach ourselves. 
She was the program director too,” Beth said. With all of the constant changes occurring, 
Desiree even called their group the “Fortis Test Dummies,” saying: 
I know the school has gotten a lot better since the new director took over, but I  
feel like in the process of her taking over, that a lot of us got the bad end of the  
stick because of teachers stomping in and out and I know a lot of people in my  
class called us the Fortis Test Dummies because everything was new for the  
teachers and we ended up suffering for that like guinea pigs, but in the end we  
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all passed. Hopefully they can stay consistent with the next classes because  
that consistency was a big, big problem. 
Persistent turnover within the department led to confusion for the students. As 
shown in Table 5, 42 percent of students surveyed reported that they had no idea to 
whom within the department or school they could direct questions and get a correct 
answer. Of those who did ask questions, 61 percent stated they either didn’t get an 
answer at all, or did not get consistent answers among those they asked throughout the 
school, as seen in the frequency data in Table 5. All of these instructor and leadership 
changes made consistency amongst rules difficult for the students, which was the source 
of many of their questions. With regard to rule changes and inconsistent answers, Olivia 
said: 
They want us to follow the rules, and we want to follow them too, but it’s 
difficult when no one can agree on what those rules are. The DONs16 are 
constantly changing rules and regulations from mod to mod. Last mod 
something could happen and now it’s not allowed. Every mod was totally 
different; something changes and it never benefits us, and we never know who 
to listen to. 
 Nontraditional students thrive in an environment where structure is created for 
them. These inconsistencies students in this study are experiencing with teachers, 
leadership and policies detract from this necessary structure they crave and create an 
unnecessary academic struggle they are encountering. To retain nontraditional students, it 
is imperative that programs are more organized and dependable. 
                                                          
16 Directors of Nursing 
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 Scheduling. With all that they have to balance, nontraditional students in this 
study report that they need structure and certainty, and inconsistency not only 
academically but with their schedules as well produce more obstacles for these students 
to navigate. Of the LPN students surveyed, Table 10 shows 92 percent stated that they do 
not receive their schedules early enough. Patti is part of that 92 percent, saying: 
We are 3 weeks away from the next quarter and still don’t have the schedule      
yet.  It would be great to get the schedule a month in advance for scheduling  
work. Sometimes the teachers will give us a hint of what it will be but can’t  
tell us officially.  And work calls me every day asking me if I have my  
schedule yet. 
During the qualitative portion of the study, students repeatedly echoed that sentiment 
stating that they still didn’t have an official copy of the schedule for the quarter they were 
about to finish and that students oftentimes didn’t receive their schedules until the day 
before their week off between quarters, which was not enough time for most people’s 
jobs to accommodate their schedules.  
When students do receive their schedules in advance, one enormous problem 
students have revealed during this study was that the schedules they received were 
wrong. The department does have one large bulletin board where the program director 
would post the following quarter’s schedule for students, but that was unreliable as well 
as Barb described: 
     I needed that schedule so I could tell work how my schedule needed to change  
     and they’d post the schedule on the board and they’d say it was finalized and I   
     would get my work schedule to work, but then I would come in and it would    
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     all be changed and then I would have to change it with work again. The first    
     two weeks I would lose work because our job schedules were done 3 weeks in       
     advance. It’s ridiculous. We are adults with families. How could they not   
     consider that we work? 
Kevin recalled an incident with one of his classmates whose children were effected with 
all of the schedule changes, stating “Other people have young children and need to 
organize their daycare. My classmate had to change her daycare schedule 4 times because 
of scheduling mistakes and pay the daycare almost $300 for all the switches.”  
The school also provides an online portal where the students’ schedules are posted 
in advance; however, students report that these are also incorrect.  Tristyn described these 
inaccuracies: 
And I know that it’s posted on the campus portal so I’ll go find it there and  
then tell the rest of the class but when I went in on day 1 of the mod, it was all  
wrong.  Between work and my kids, at least two weeks before the previous  
mod ends would be helpful plus the week off, so really 3.  The notes on the  
bulletin board now just say look at the campus portal but what’s the point? 
Many students stated that they never use the portal because they know they can’t trust the 
information on it, rendering a school-offered student service essentially useless to those 
surveyed. 
 Once students have received their course times and made work and childcare 
accommodations, the next issue students face at the Stethoscope School of Health is 
figuring out where they are going. Though classrooms are listed on their schedules, Table 
10 shows that 81 percent of students reported encountering classroom confusion, 
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especially in the beginning of the quarter. Additionally as the data demonstrates, 58 
percent of students reported inconsistencies with their clinical schedules as well, resulting 
in scheduling issues with work and childcare, as well as students reporting to the 
incorrect facilities. Regarding classrooms, Tristyn student said: 
Usually the first 3 or 4 weeks you don’t know where you’re going.  The  
classroom changes every day.  You walk into where you’re supposed to be and  
another group is in there.  But the first one, two, three weeks, you don’t have a  
clue where you’re going.  Now there’s issues with SIM lab because we all  
need to be in there but there’s no clear schedule of who is in there when.  One  
SIM and three classes who all need it at the same time doesn’t work. 
 A final, crucial error regarding scheduling occurs before students are even 
enrolled in the school, according to the survey sample. Twenty-five percent of the 
students interviewed reported that they received incorrect information regarding the 
program schedule from the admissions department. Chandra substantiated this issue, 
saying: 
What they tell you at the admissions interview is actually a lot different than   
what you experience once you’re in the program.  They told us that we would  
be able to work our regular jobs, that we wouldn’t be scheduled past 4 p.m.,  
that we’d have a maximum of 3 classes a week and that the classes had pretty  
flexible hours and that’s not the case at all.  We had classes 5 days a week last  
mod.  Our first mod we had classes almost every day.  We had classes past 4  
p.m.  I basically was only able to have a part-time job with minimal hours and  
a lot of people ran into that problem as well. 
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 Because nontraditional students are balancing professional, personal and 
academic lives, receiving a schedule that does not change enables these students to plan 
their professional and personal lives accordingly. According to these findings, mainly 
students’ jobs and childcare are put at risk when they receive course schedules late that 
then change somehow. Putting these two things at risk for nontraditional students can 
definitely contribute to these students dropping out of a program. 
Self-teaching.  Though a student’s schedule may change, LPN students in the 
face-to-face curriculum at Stethoscope School of Health typically take four courses a 
quarter until they reach clinical rotations, at which point they then take two or three 
courses coupled with their clinical work. Because of the large quantity of material to be 
covered in a 12-week period, one obstacle that hinders nontraditional students persisting 
through school is self-teaching, which was revealed during the qualitative portion of this 
study. All of the students interviewed each discussed the topic of self-teaching, where 
they are left to teach themselves the material before assessments and clinical 
performances, as they describe it. They all agreed that a lot of self-teaching occurs in the 
program, but only 19 percent of them felt it was justified. On average, most students 
estimated they are teaching themselves 50 to 75 percent of the material in the program as 
seen in Figure 2. Some study participants attributed this to the fact that many nursing 
programs are structured this way, while others acknowledged it was their own 
responsibility to ask questions in class. Another reason 63 percent of them cited for the 
abundance of self-teaching was the feeling that their instructors were far better clinicians 
than they were didactic instructors and that maybe the teachers didn’t know how to 
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disseminate the information in class the way that they needed. Tanya was part of the 81 
percent who needed more from school than to teach herself, saying: 
We were self-teaching a lot.  Like 80 percent of the time (of the overall 
program) you’re self-teaching.  Some of it is key points but you’re still going 
back and starting all over and reading and re-reading because you’re confused.  
But a lot of it is self-teaching.  We were told that we are already supposed to 
pre-read everything and class time is only to ask questions to clarify. [We were 
told] we (teachers) are not here to go through this entire chapter with you, 
already read it, have a basic conversation of it and we address questions.  We 
are here to help you if you need it after you’ve already read it. Yea well I can 
read something 600 times and it doesn’t mean I’m going to know what I’m 
talking about. Sometimes I need both visual lecture.  I need both – I need you 
to explain it to me and to read it. Or I need to read it and then have you tell me  
what’s going on or a video.  Something other than just throw a book at you and  
say read it and hope for the best. 
Though students are in class for 12 weeks at Stethoscope School of Health, 16 of 
the 19 courses the students take meet for 40 or fewer contact hours total. Two of the 
courses meet for a total of 20 hours, or barely two hours per week. Six of the courses 
meet for 30 total contact hours, or two and a half hours per week. The final eight courses 
meet for 40 total hours, or just over three hours per week. In comparison, traditional 
students at community colleges and four-year institutions follow 15-week semesters and 
a three-credit course meets for 45 to 48 total contact hours, giving these students more 
time with their instructor and for potential tutoring (“Structure,” 2017), thus making self-
127 
 
 
 
teaching unavoidable at Stethoscope School of Health. Figure 2 illustrates how much 
self-teaching each student interviewed estimated they do throughout their program. Many 
of them attributed this to the fact that there is so much material to learn in an expedited 
period of time. Maria who felt the self-teaching was justified but difficult said: 
There’s a lot of self-teaching, but there should be.  It’s hard to put a percentage  
on it but I think it’s just the right amount of what I’m supposed to be doing  
because I don’t know any other way.  I haven’t been in school in 25 years so I  
don’t understand how much you’re supposed to teach me versus do it on my  
own, but I’m also an adult and I have them to ask questions if I’m stuck.  And  
they always answer questions and teach the material that’s important.  If a  
teacher was teaching something in a different part of the chapter that I missed  
because I didn’t go to class, then that’s my responsibility because I’m an adult.   
I don’t think that the classes should be spoon-fed to us – we’re not in 4th  
grade.  I need to know what I’m doing, especially in a class like Pharmacology  
because I can’t kill you or make you stoned or have a reaction.  If I don’t get  
something, teachers will explain it 100 times for me, but I may still struggle  
with it and then you shut down for the rest of the day. 
Rachel had mixed feelings about self-teaching, stating that she understood there were far 
more students and material than there was class time and a certain amount of self-
teaching was appropriate, but she said: 
To today’s standards it’s appropriate, but by my standards I don’t think it’s  
appropriate because it’s too much for somebody like me that’s been out of  
school for so long sitting here balancing 2 jobs and full-time school and then  
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you have a family on top of it. There’s no time for that, but you also can’t  
expect to be in a program like this and have someone hold your hand through  
the whole thing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Students interviewed in the qualitative portion of the study approximated how 
much they feel self-teaching occurs throughout the LPN program at Stethoscope School 
of Health  
 
 Any form of higher education will include forms of student accountability, 
responsibility and self-teaching, but when the students are teaching themselves a 
considerable amount through YouTube, textbooks and peers, these findings show that it 
can cause frustrations, misinterpretations, inaccuracies and feelings of a lack of support 
for nontraditional students. 
 Bullying/Drama. A final barrier to a productive learning environment that 
nontraditional students revealed in this study’s findings is drama amongst classmates in 
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the LPN program at Stethoscope School of Health. Though this may occur on any 
campus, it may be exacerbated at Stethoscope School of Health because the students are 
together every day for the entire 18-mont program. Unlike traditional students, none of 
the nontraditional students in any of the programs at this for-profit school change 
classmates as they change classes. Of the 44 percent of interviewees who had considered 
dropping out, 13 percent of them were going to because of this classmate conflict alone. 
Overall, 33 percent of study participants felt difficulties with their classmates was a major 
challenge to completing their degree. Gigi wanted to quit because of the drama in her 
class: 
Pretty much my classmates got me to the point of wanting to quit.  It definitely             
hurt my self-esteem and added stress and then with all the drama going on in   
our class, it’s just overwhelming.  You don’t want to deal with anything and it  
almost felt like it wasn’t worth coming to school. It’s bad enough if you have 
crap to deal with at home, but then you have to deal with more of it at school. 
It wasn’t worth it to me. I almost dropped out a few times because of it. 
 The school does have anti-bullying policies in its student handbook, especially for 
cyberbullying and according to the department, groups in the past have been punished for 
harassing other students by having to write papers or conduct presentations. Some 
students, however, have noted that these conflicts are getting more extreme and 
interrupting others’ educations. Esther recalled a fight between students that disrupted 
two classes: 
I’ve been noticing there’s a lot of drama and fighting with the girls.  Last week  
we were in the big room with the fake wall divider closed and there was a class  
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on the other side and two of the students started going at each other and yelling 
and screaming. We were trying to study for a test and that class is loud to 
begin with.  They were yelling at the teacher too who was in the room, so 
eventually we all went out on a break and the teacher dealt with the two 
students in the classroom.  She tried dealing with them from the beginning but 
I don’t know what the problem really was, but it impacted everyone in both 
classes.  We couldn’t review for our test, the teachers were annoyed because 
this happened, our teacher couldn’t teach with all of that going on, and you can 
hear everything because it’s not a real wall.  A real wall would be nice, but 
there should be someone on campus to mediate the issue. Send the students out 
and let the rest of the students learn.  If you’re going to act like you’re in high 
school, then go to the principal’s office figuratively speaking. 
Jane, the mother of six, has naturally assumed a motherly role to her younger peers, but 
says that sometimes all of the friendly advice in the world cannot make someone mature 
faster or get along with a clashing personality. She recalled that these conflicts have 
sometimes turned violent, recounting: 
     I’m not sure the drama is avoidable sometimes.  I heard there was a chair  
     thrown at some point and then a couple weeks ago other people were ready to   
     fight in the parking lot.  Fights or the idea of one are pretty common. I just try  
     not to make enemies.  There are some people I could definitely go without  
     seeing but I don’t show it just because at the end of the day you have to deal  
     with them for the next 3 weeks.  I’ve watched classmates have conflicts and it  
     didn’t get them anywhere; they didn’t benefit from screaming at each other or  
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     threatening to punch each other in the face.  We’ve had numerous “family  
     meetings” as we call them to deal with issues with one person.  There’s always  
     one to three people who are always ready to blow at any time or start just to  
     start because that’s the way they are but I just steer clear of it.   
 This final obstacle is a barrier to student success for nontraditional students 
because it adds more stress in an environment many already find stressful, findings show. 
“Dealing with the drama every day with these girls is such a struggle and I don’t need it 
on top of everything else,” Tanya commented. Though the reason why the bullying 
occurs may be unclear, these study’s findings show that it is a significant problem 
oftentimes distracting them from their work, even if they personally are not involved in 
the situation. 
Numerous times these personal struggles accumulate so much that students begin 
to question whether they made the right decision in taking time for themselves to pursue 
a degree. If institutions cannot mitigate these issues and provide support for the student in 
various ways, those doubts can ultimately lead to adult learners dropping out. At the 
Stethoscope School of Health, seven students had dropped out of the LPN program 
between December 2016 and March 2017.  Interviewees about to graduate noted that 14 
classmates had left the program in 18 months, another group lost 11 in the first year, 16 
people dropped out of another cohort within the first nine months and eight left the 
program during their first three months enrolled. Current literature shows that for-profit 
schools are facing significant cutbacks and even potential closures from lack of revenue 
because of poor retention rates, and statistics from four cohorts in one program at one 
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school in one location attest to the severity of this problem for the for-profit industry 
unless something is done (“Fact,” 2015). 
A Teacher’s Role Has No Boundaries; Their Influence Infinite 
As found in this study, nontraditional students experience a considerable amount 
of negative self-talk and insecurities. These are both exacerbated when instructors 
demean, insult or criticize students, as was a surprising finding in this study. Appendix K 
illustrates how many times students interviewed discussed issues with teachers affecting 
their success. Of the entire sample, Table 11 demonstrates that 36 percent of students 
were not entirely satisfied with their teachers. The frequency data in Table 12 also shows 
that 29 percent of them were not entirely satisfied with the tutoring they were receiving 
and 33 percent wanted to feel comfortable asking for tutoring yet they weren’t. This is a 
significant contributing factor to student retention. In this study, 44 percent of the 
students interviewed wanted to drop out of the program at one point or another, and 25 
percent of those considering dropping out attributed it to how they were spoken to by 
instructors.  Unfortunately, 74 percent of students interviewed recalled being laughed at, 
made fun of, made uncomfortable or judged by instructors. This impacts a student’s 
motivation and desire to return to the classroom. According to the findings of this study, 
however, teachers have a salient impact and play a pivotal role on the confidence, success 
and persistence of their students, so it is imperative that any negativity from teachers be 
eliminated entirely. This section will explore what study participants both want and need 
from their teachers in order to help them feel motivated and persist through their 
program. 
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Satisfaction 
 The first component that study participants attributed to their success in their 
program is being satisfied with their teachers and how accessible their instructors were to 
them. Participants connected accessibility to teachers, a strong rapport with them and 
receiving tutoring with their success. As the research findings in Table 11 show, 
nontraditional students need to feel satisfied with their instructors, which 64 percent of 
this study sample did. Additionally, as the data shows in Table 11, 61 percent of students 
feel it is somewhat or more important for them to be able to see their instructors outside 
of class for support. Daniela appreciated the efforts that her instructors made: 
I’ve had pretty much positive experiences with almost all my teachers. Lots of  
positives.  Like I said they are all ready to answer questions when you say you  
don’t understand and they try to find another way to make you understand,  
which is what I like. 
Some students also crave a stronger rapport with their teachers, but understand the need 
for instructor to maintain certain boundaries with students. Chandra noted: 
I don’t think I’ve ever met a teacher I hated, other than one I strongly disliked.    
I feel like they all for the most part do have your best interests at heart, but I  
feel like they also can’t get too attached to you either because sometimes if for  
example you were to explain a home scenario or something like that, I feel like  
they wouldn’t be able to take that into consideration for you and not everyone  
else. Because of this I feel like there is a wall, which I get because I know you  
can’t obviously be too close to people, but that human connection is missing  
sometimes and I do wish we could somehow build a better rapport. 
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Like Chandra, Jocelyn said, “We’re not meant to be best friends but it’s nice to have a 
mutual respect and I should be able to talk to you about whatever I want and you teach 
me what I’m here to learn.”  
These findings indicate that nontraditional students feel they need a supportive 
connection with their instructors, that they can trust and rely on them in order to be more 
successful. Instructors knowing their students’ names, paying attention to their nonverbal 
cues to indicate if they are struggling, caring to learn about their students and providing 
prompt and positive feedback all contribute to motivating the nontraditional students. 
A Teacher’s Role 
 For students to be satisfied in the classroom, an instructor must have a delineated 
role in their academic life (Burt, Young-Jones, Yadon, & Carr, 2013). Study participants 
had clear definitions and expectations for what roles a teacher should play in their lives.  
Figure of support. One definition included that a teacher’s role was to be 
sensitive and understanding, like mentors. Fourteen percent of students wanted an 
assigned instructor as a mentor as shown in Table 12. Dorothy’s definition of a teacher’s 
role to her was: 
Be sensitive. Teachers do a lot but to me they’re mentors; they’re there to  
answer questions and put me on the right path towards what I’m trying to  
study.  What I’m learning.  So when I feel I’m struggling I feel like I should be  
able to ask the teacher for help. And I ask way before I struggle.  I’m not the  
person to wait until she gets a zero to say I don’t understand.  I’m asking along  
the way. The teachers here are always very receptive to answering your 
questions. 
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Table 11 
Statistics Regarding Teacher Support and Availability (n=36) 
Frequency Data     Frequency Percent 
 
Receive Teacher Support 
 Strongly Disagree    2  5.60 
 Somewhat Disagree    6  16.70 
 Somewhat Agree    18  50.00 
 Strongly Agree     10  27.80 
Importance of Teacher Support 
 Not important     5  13.90 
 Somewhat Important    5  13.90 
 Important      6  16.70 
 Very Important    20  55.60 
Frequency of Getting Teacher Help 
 Never      2  5.60 
 Rarely      5  13.90 
 Sometimes     13  36.10 
 Often      9  25.00 
 All the Time     7  19.40   
Program Director (PD) Support 
 Strongly Disagree    2  5.60 
 Somewhat Disagree    7  19.40 
 Somewhat Agree    15  41.70 
 Strongly Agree     12  33.30 
Importance of PD Support to Success 
 Not important     5  13.90 
 Somewhat Important    12  33.30 
 Important      7  19.40 
 Very Important    12  33.30 
Importance of Seeing Teacher Out of Class 
 Not important     14  38.90 
 Somewhat Important    10  27.80   
 Important      9  25.00 
 Very Important    3  8.30 
Satisfaction with Teachers 
 Not Satisfied     5  13.90 
 Somewhat Satisfied    8  22.20 
 Satisfied     18  50.00 
 Very Satisfied     5  13.90 
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Table 12 
Statistics Regarding Student-Based Tools for Success (n=36) 
Frequency Data     Frequency Percent 
 
Factors for Success 
Teachers      31  86.10 
Classmates      28  77.80 
Teacher Accessibility     29  80.60 
Tutoring Availability     27  75.00 
Time Management     29  80.60 
Library Availability     33  91.7 
Getting Tutoring 
 Not important     1  2.80 
 Somewhat Important    4  11.10 
 Important      11  30.60 
 Very Important    20  55.60 
Comfortable Asking Teachers for Tutoring 
 Yes       24  66.70 
 No      12  33.30 
Comfortable Asking Teachers for Tutoring 
 Not important     3  8.30 
 Somewhat Important    3  8.30 
 Important      9  25.00 
 Very Important    21  58.30 
Mentoring      5  13.90 
Satisfied Getting Tutoring 
Not Satisfied     5  14.30 
 Somewhat Satisfied    5  14.30 
 Satisfied     19  54.30 
 Very Satisfied     6  17.10 
 
 
Other students also stated that a teacher’s role was to exhibit unconditional 
positive regard, and be someone they can openly speak with. Janet stated, “Support and 
help me. Don’t make me feel stupid and inept. I can do that myself.”  
Skilled instructors. The majority of students, though, were very clear in their 
need in an instructor, which was someone who employed varied, practiced, proven and 
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effective instructional methodology within the classroom. Interviewees agreed that 
utilizing practical and relatable examples was a strategy they all enjoyed, in addition to 
hands-on practice. Additionally, they stated that a teacher’s role was to simplify and 
interpret information from their textbooks. Bethany said: 
Show us the things we don’t understand even if we looked through the book     
and still don’t understand it. They’re the ones who actually have to figure out a  
way to explain it to us so we understand it. It may not work for everyone so  
they may have to rearrange a style to help us.  The teacher has to figure out a  
way that they can make that same information out of the book or wherever it  
came from, explain that book to that person as an individual unless they come  
to them and ask them for help. And for the most part I'm fine asking for help.   
According to the research findings, students feel instructors are most effective 
when they provide constructive feedback, connect the material to their lives, and develop 
a genuine rapport with them. Students who viewed an instructor as approachable, 
supportive and helpful stated that it made them feel more positively towards themselves 
and school and made them want to continue to return to the classroom. 
Tutoring and Accessibility 
One of the most significant findings of this study was the importance students 
placed on tutoring and teacher accessibility. As the descriptive data in Table 12 shows, 
nearly 97 percent of study participants said tutoring was somewhat important or more to 
their success in school, with 75 percent of them wanting tutoring available to them, and 
70 percent of them reported that they were satisfied with the tutoring they received. 
Because the Stethoscope School of Health is a for-profit school, it is mainly staffed by 
138 
 
 
 
part-time instructors, and the LPN department is no exception. This means that 
instructors are not allowed to exceed 30 teaching, clinical and tutoring hours per week 
unless they remain at the school without compensation. Though as Table 12 shows, 81 
percent of study participants stated that teacher accessibility is essential to their success. 
Additionally, 72 percent of students stated that their instructor’s support was somewhat to 
very vital to their success as a student, as shown in Table 11. Oftentimes, teachers are 
able to provide the most support, whether emotional or academic, outside of the 
classroom and 97 percent of students felt that receiving tutoring was somewhat to very 
important to their persistence in the LPN program at Stethoscope School of Health. 
Moreover, as seen in Table 11, this support also extends to the program director, 
who 75 percent of students ranked as important to their success. There were four different 
program directors in a nine-month period in the LPN program at Stethoscope School of 
Health, but the current dean of nursing has held her post for the last 18 months and 74 
percent of students state they feel supported by her, as shown in Table 11. 
One way that students want to be able to access their teachers and leader, as well 
as get the support they need, is through open office hours, which was discussed 
extensively in the qualitative interviews. Table 13 illustrates that 72 percent of students 
want and would use teacher and program director office hours. Georgette said that some 
teachers try and have office hours now, but are often occupied by giving make-up tests or 
by other students. She said: 
They always offer to help and suggest stopping by during their office hours, 
but they have very full schedules the way it is and some work somewhere 
else, so being able to actually work with them during the limited office hours 
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they have is tough when so many other people need them too. They still try 
and make themselves available when they can but I wish they were able to be 
on campus more or longer to offer more office hours. It definitely is important 
to me to be able to go to them when I need their help but more important to 
know when they are free and I can get to them. 
 Because of the demands of their home and work lives, nontraditional students 
predominantly live their school lives on campus, so teachers and program directors being 
accessible outside of class, after hours, and during office hours is invaluable to this 
demographic of learner, according to these research findings. Instructors and program 
directors offering tutoring, following through with communications and supporting 
students contributes to greater academic achievement, these students reported. Teachers 
and directors play a vital role in retaining nontraditional students. 
Creating Support Services Creates Graduates 
Education is ever-evolving and institutions are always searching for ways to 
improve for their students. When schools offer their student body more opportunities for 
support, guidance and assistance, they tend to attract, enroll and retain more students 
(Bigger, 2005). As these research findings indicate, nontraditional students differ from 
their traditional counterparts and need even more support services, and different kinds, 
than offered at many four-year institutions. For-profit schools tend to not offer many 
supportive services in order to appear to keep costs lower to the students, however, it also 
can lead to higher drop-out rates (Morey, 2004). Nontraditional students in this study 
named very specific programmatic and school changes that would better enable them to 
succeed at the Stethoscope School of Health.  While Table 13 illustrates what students 
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suggested for the entire population studied, Appendix M illustrates the suggestions made 
just during the qualitative interviews. 
Programmatic Changes 
 When examining the input from the qualitative interviews of the nontraditional 
students in this study, they suggested a plethora of changes. One area they discussed 
improving was the program’s curriculum by adding several transitional courses at the 
beginning of the program, lengthening the program itself and adding a course at the end 
of the program. The students in the study stated that they felt these changes would 
improve persistence and performance in the LPN program at the for-profit Stethoscope 
School of Health.  
First-Year Seminar (FYS) course. One of the most predominant requests among 
study participants was a transitional course that they felt they needed in order to help 
them learn how to be a student again, utilize a syllabus, manage their time, take notes, 
assess their learning styles and improve their notetaking, testing and study habits. 
Nontraditional students have typically been out of school working and raising families for 
at least one year before returning to the collegiate classroom, some for the first time ever. 
Because of this, helping nontraditional students transition back into school can be a 
valuable resource, and Table 13 demonstrates that 75 percent of the students in this study 
need a course for that. As Table 13 indicates, 61 percent of students specifically named 
adding a FYS course would be advantageous, as many of the study participants had taken 
one in another school or had heard of courses like this. One element an FYS course 
would address would be time management, which Table 9 indicated that 81 percent of 
students struggled with. Another powerful transitional skill that nontraditional students 
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can learn through a FYS course is knowing how they learn best, which 100 percent of 
students in the qualitative portion of the study said they wanted to know.  
Table 13 
Data Showing the Wants of Nontraditional Students at Stethoscope School of Health 
(n=36) 
Frequency Data     Frequency Percent 
 
Campus Open Later     14  38.90 
Campus Open on Weekends    29  80.50 
Program Organization    26  72.20 
Support at School     26  72.20 
Teacher Office Hours     26  72.20 
Childcare Help      13  36.10 
Transportation Help     15  41.70 
Technology Tutoring     12  33.30 
Transitional Skills Tutoring    27  75.00 
First-Year Seminar Course    22  61.10 
Career Development Course    26  72.20 
Counselor on Campus     19  52.80 
Peer Mentoring Program    18  50.00 
Assigned Instructor Mentor    22  62.90 
Extracurricular Activities    20  55.60 
Central Place for Questions    28  77.80 
Lost and Found     20  55.60 
Clubs, Organizations, Sports    20  55.60 
Places on Campus to Relax    30  83.30 
  
Jane commented:  
When I started, I didn’t understand what a syllabus was or how to work it for a  
long time, so that would be great to learn in the early classes. I would have  
things due for you and I would have absolutely no idea what was due because I  
couldn’t find my syllabus or figure out how to work it. You gave us those  
deadline calendars but I didn’t even realize I had it. Then you helped me make  
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one again last mod with my other syllabus, and now I can do it myself and am  
organized. Those are tips and tricks I needed in the beginning. 
Like Jane, Kevin had been out of school for a long time before beginning the LPN 
program at Stethoscope School of Health. As many other study participants discussed, 
Kevin wanted a FYS course for time management and study habits. Having been out of 
the classroom for so long, Kevin did not know how he learned best and knowing so 
would have helped improve how he studied. Naima, who earlier compared the LPN 
program at Stethoscope School of Health to a hot dog eating contest, agreed with Kevin: 
I wanted a class like an FYS, definitely, yes.  I would’ve loved to find out what 
did help me because I’ve always been an audio learner but I forgot that I was.  
When I was younger in 5th grade I was having problems with spelling words, 
my dad would have me record them in the backyard and listen to them while I 
was sleeping and I could hear the birds chirping and it helped me remember 
them.  When you had us do those self-surveys about what type of learner we 
were, that helped me remember I learned best by hearing things. I just wish we 
had a class where we could dedicate more time to those strategies rather than 
just the survey you gave us. It was at least something, but more would have 
helped me through the rest of the program so much more. 
In addition to finding out their learning styles, other students needed help with 
notetaking, needing help learning how to study, how to read a textbook and even how 
important reading comprehension is – and how to know if one has even comprehended 
what they’ve read. Implementing a FYS course can prevent the academic obstacles that 
students face, which may cause them to drop out. Maria, who participates in campus 
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work study, was fortunate enough to have had a FYS course at a previous school, but saw 
impact the lack of the course had first hand: 
It would’ve been so much easier if we had a FYS course. In my first nursing 
class here where I saw the masses leaving, I was very vocal in asking why 
fundamental things – how to read the book, how to study, how to put things in 
perspective when it comes to priorities for school, work, home – weren’t given 
to us first so that we knew how to handle classes later. When I first started, 
there were 22 and now there are 6.  We lost 16 people in 9 months.  If there 
was a transitional class those 16 could have been saved or helped.  Maybe just 
made available if the person needs it with the person who taught the course. 
 Currently students take a leadership course at the end of the curriculum includes 
elements of a FYS course. Those about to graduate who were taking the course 
commented during their interviews on how misplaced this information is. The latter half 
of the course according to interviewees focuses on student learning styles and strategies 
for each learning style, how to take tests and different study habits. Additionally, they say 
there is a section on students with disabilities and how to persist as a student with these 
disabilities. The almost-graduates in the study were very vocal about their appreciation 
for the material but dislike for when they received it. Brittany said: 
I had to retrain myself just how to even be in a classroom. It would’ve been 
great (to have the FYS class) because now in the last mod they now go over the 
different learning styles and it’s like “Hello? This would’ve helped at the 
beginning not at the very end in the leadership course.”  I always knew I was a 
hands-on learner and just now, at the end, they start going over strategies in the 
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senior mod where that could’ve helped more in first mod. In first mod, you’re 
breaking in but in second mod where you’re really starting to learn big 
information it’s hard to pull out what you need and what you don’t need.  You 
have to figure out what’s fluff and what’s there just to confuse you.  I have to 
read over something, write it down, read it again and then change what I wrote 
down.  Some people can just type in notes or read it once and they’re fine but I 
can’t. It took me two or 3 mods to figure out what I had to do to learn material. 
But it makes absolutely no sense at the end of this program. 
Much like Brittany, Chandra, who suffers from ADHD, echoed her classmates’ 
sentiments, stating that she wished she knew how to handle her learning disability in the 
classroom far earlier than right before she was about to graduate: 
A course like that (FYS) would absolutely be beneficial. Also, the leadership 
community classes we have in mod 6 would have been better in mod 1 because 
part of that class teaches you what type of learner you are and how to take tests 
and different study habits but it almost feels too late at that point.  That’s the 
first part of the whole community leadership course.  Students with disabilities 
and ADD and how to handle it. I can’t even tell you how many chapters we’ve 
done on Florence Nightingale and the history of nursing throughout the course 
yet we didn’t get these tools in the beginning. This book should have been used 
right in the beginning to teach me nursing and the law, dealing with coworkers 
and patients.  That’s all a lot of responsibility. 
 Because nontraditional students are facing so many changes and new challenges 
when they enter the classroom for the first time, slowly ingratiating them back into 
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academia and its demands can be very advantageous for these students. Enabling them to 
adjust to college before beginning their core classes can increase their overall academic 
performance in later classes and increase their confidence and motivation. 
   Computer course. As nontraditional students transition back into the classroom, 
they also need help catching up with the technological times. According to this study’s 
research findings as Table 13 indicates, 39 percent of students reported that a computer 
course at the beginning of the program would have been very beneficial to ease their 
initial anxieties and help in completing assignments expected of them. Jane hadn’t been 
in school in 25 years was so intimidated by computers that she stated she didn’t hear half 
of what happened during her first set of classes just because of the intimidation of 
computers.  Kevin agreed with his best friend Jane, stating: 
I’m not good at computers because they weren’t around when I was in school.   
Technology and I don’t get along very well.  But it’s gotten better; I mean you  
helped out with basic stuff that I didn’t really understand like how to navigate.   
I still have issues mind you, but better. 
 Technology is not a fundamental part of many nontraditional students’ lives like it 
is for traditional students because nontraditional students are older. They are often 
intimidated by technology and view their lack of knowledge regarding computers, poor 
typing skills and inability to understand computer terminology as insurmountable 
weaknesses that they said in this study, significantly effects their self-esteem and 
motivation, which are inexplicably linked to persistence. 
 Medical terminology course. In the past, medical terminology was incorporated 
into one of the foundational nursing courses offered in the second quarter of the LPN 
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program at Stethoscope School of Health. According to students, over time, teaching 
medical terminology fell by the wayside and 75 percent of students interviewed felt that 
this being its own course would have been very helpful during the program. It is a course 
that is offered in other programs at the school, but not the LPN department. Many 
commented that the extent of their medical terminology lessons were handouts regarding 
medical prefixes and suffixes and a link to a digital textbook, but many didn’t know how 
to access the e-book or feel comfortable using it, they said. Maria, who speaks Spanish 
and had been out of the classroom for eight years agreed, adding that: 
For adult learners who haven’t been in school in a long time, you may have no  
knowledge of the medical field. An easy thing like how to read a word, prefix,  
suffix tells you a lot about it in the medical field.  That one little class would  
make that nursing book so much easier for a lot of people.  And that’s one of  
the things I was stressing at first to my fellow classmates. 
To mitigate this issue, recently the LPN department at Stethoscope School of 
Health has implemented an optional Medical Terminology Bootcamp for incoming 
students, though it does not help those already in the program. Many already in the 
program agree it is a great thing for new students, but feel it is very unfair to them. Aimee 
said: 
Now I know they’re doing something with med term because so many people  
complained and have failed miserably because they didn’t know what they  
were doing.  Some because of not paying attention or lack of caring, but some  
because they didn’t know what to do.  I think some thought it would’ve been  
so much easier than it ended up being.  So now they are doing a bootcamp and  
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teaching all medical terminology, so those kids are going to do great but for  
my first group and set of nursing classes, it was hard.  And I don’t think it is  
very fair that we had to and still have to suffer because of a lack of knowledge.  
Why can’t we sit in on the bootcamp if we want the extra help? Everyone  
coming in here needs some kind of help before you start.  Some people have  
those deficits, they don’t want to get the help for it, so they end up staying  
back or leaving completely.  And I’ve seen this happen to a bunch of them. 
 Career development course. Though a course regarding how to find a job may 
not affect their ability to graduate from this LPN program, it does affect their overall 
feeling of success, study participants said. Numerous for-profit institutions promise 
employability and even job placement at the end of its programs (“For-profit,” 2015) and 
students in this study said they need the skills not only to be an LPN but to find the job as 
well, or they were not successful. Like medical terminology, in the past, teaching 
students how to write a resume, interview and obtain a job after graduation was a small 
portion of one of the last classes in the LPN program, with the rest of the course 
dedicated to preparing students for the Exit HESI and NCLEX exam. As pass rates for 
both tests began to drop in the past, however, the career development portion of the class 
took a significant backseat to the nursing portion of the course. As Table 13 indicates, 72 
percent of students in this study wanted a specific course dedicated to Career 
Development. Paula is three months from graduating and feels the course is important: 
It’s been years since I’ve been on an interview.  Usually the jobs I’ve had I’ve  
had for a while but to know how to interview and fill out your resume and  
what can and can’t go on there would be great. Even though we have clinical  
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experience can it go on there or not?  I have a lot of questions about that as  
almost a senior and would love help with that. 
And it’s not only those nearing the end of the program who are concerned about not 
having the appropriate skills to find a career when they finish the program. Many of these 
students have held a variety of jobs, but few were required to present professional 
resumes, conduct formal interviews and enhance their employability with a professional 
cover letter and portfolio. With the ultimate goal of getting a job in the field to better their 
lives, this is on the minds of many students at various points in the program.  Kathy who 
is halfway through the 18-month program said: 
You need something on the way out too to help you get a job. You have this  
education.  You studied everything, you passed your tests, you’re gonna pass  
your license, but you can’t interview.  You are scared to speak to people.  How  
do you market yourself; write a resume? You need to get a job and these are a  
part of the things that you need on the way out.  You need those skills.  You  
don’t only need help transitioning into school but out of it too. Everyone needs  
a little help here and there. 
 Nontraditional students enter for-profit institutions because they want a flexible, 
low cost but high-quality education that enables them to enter the workforce with a new 
career path quickly. Finding a career that will improve their current financial status is on 
their minds from the moment the enroll in the program, study participants said, so for 
them to be fully successful, they need the tools not only to be an LPN but to find a job to 
put those skills into practice. These nontraditional students rely on their instructors for all 
of these skills. 
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Teaching methodology. Because teachers play such an integral role in teaching 
study participants how to become students again, become nurses and find jobs, an 
instructor’s pedagogical techniques is also very important. Findings show that a teacher’s 
ability to creatively and accurately disseminate information was salient for nontraditional 
students, but that instruction accompanied by lecture materials was pivotal for 86 percent 
of the interviewees in the qualitative portion of the study. Nearly 80 percent of the 
interviewees agreed that during the first two quarters of the program, they received active 
lecture from instructors and wished it had continued through the program. Tracy said: 
Notetaking totally stopped so now we had to teach ourselves out of the book  
from mod 3 on.  I would say in mod 1 and 2 we had notes and PowerPoints but  
then once we got to mod 3 I would say 75 percent of the material I was now 
teaching myself because in mods 1 and 2, teachers would give us PowerPoints, 
notes on the board, they would lecture and help us. I wish we could get those 
handouts, lectures and notes again.  They were really helpful. 
Students commented on the need for PowerPoint presentations that were not mere 
regurgitations of the same information contained in the book, but written differently with 
more practicality and application of the material. Dorothy agreed and personally needed a 
plethora of notes written on the board for her: 
I need to learn differently than just teaching myself. Now again, of course  
there are different ways of learning and teaching but when you go from good  
teachers giving you notes all the time to teacher that give you zero notes, it  
feels like a slap in the face. 
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In addition to original lectures, nontraditional students in this study also said that 
a variety of supplemental resources from instructors can help them in their courses 
tremendously. With regard to lectures, having printed copies of the PowerPoint slides is 
helpful in aiding their notetaking, students reported. Other materials study participants 
said would be helpful for them in class would be focused chapter outlines. Because most 
chapters are so long, many students struggle to know which parts are the more important, 
so having a chapter outline created by the instructor would help them know how to focus 
more of their attention, they said. Test reviews, the utilization of props during 
demonstrations and more use of the SIM laboratory were also important to the 
interviewees. Gayle described one instructor’s adaptation of activities within the SIM lab. 
She recounted an event this teacher performed that resonated with her: 
(He) did an alcohol exercise with us in the SIM room and he was actually  
acting out the part and acting like Medi-man. He rotated through all three of us  
with different scenarios and we had to assess the situation and symptoms and  
treatments and medications and why.  It was more interpersonal and dramatic  
and I got it with him being inside the room versus being over the walkie talkie,  
so maybe if we had more acting like that rather than just giving us the scenario 
it would be great and super effective. 
The SIM lab and Medi-man are amazing resources that Stethoscope School of Health has 
that not many other LPN programs at for-profit colleges have. Students commented that 
they have learned best from teachers who presented examples and have them actually 
practice the skills. Gayle wished the technology was utilized more, saying: 
We have Medi-man and the SIM lab and the other lab with the dummies for us  
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to do things, but when you look at it as a whole in the whole program, we  
spend very little time in those labs, and I don’t think they take into  
consideration the learners who are hands on. It should be more hands on where  
they bring things into the classroom to help us see it, touch it, smell it, etc.  
Teachers who just stand at the front and either read out the book or talk at us  
and nothing else but them standing there is not very helpful to me.  It’s more  
helpful than having to read the whole book, but it would be better if more  
things could be practiced hands on since we have the facilities.  It makes it  
more visually stimulating. 
 Because students in this study have reported they are experiencing so much self-
teaching, receiving supplemental resources from instructors can greatly benefit 
nontraditional students. Chapter outlines, printed lectures, and even study guides can 
direct a student on what material is most important for their practical lives as nurses when 
they encounter such lengthy chapters, especially in concurrent courses. Providing these 
tools eliminates a nontraditional student’s fear that they are studying the incorrect 
material and enhances their time management, reading comprehension and notetaking 
skills, according to these research findings. 
Schedules and longer program. Research findings in Table 10 showed that 89 
percent identified that inconsistencies and errors with scheduling, not knowing their 
schedule along with the rapid pace of the curriculum were significant struggles that made 
persistence in the program more difficult.  As Table 10 indicates, 80 percent of students 
felt they did not receive their schedules early enough, so the 16 interviewees in Phase 2 
of the study made suggestions of when they should receive their schedule for the next 
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quarter. Forty-four percent of interviewees felt that students should receive their 
schedules four to six weeks before the next quarter began. Thirty-one percent felt 
receiving their schedules three to four weeks before the next quarter was adequate, while 
19 percent wanted their schedules two to three weeks in advance and 6 percent wanted 
their schedule a full six weeks before the next set of classes started. 
In addition to receiving their course schedules earlier than they currently do, study 
participants also suggested more flexible class schedules and even lengthening the 
program to help them succeed. Fifty percent of the survey population wanted more time 
per class or extended quarters in order to fit all of the information into the course at a 
decreased speed, and 50 percent also wanted more breaks during the program including a 
day off during the week. Though extending courses, quarters or the program itself may 
not be ideal for some, many agreed it could be a plausible option to combat weather 
issues, allow instructors more availability and students more time to full understand the 
material.  
Nontraditional students come to class with more than just that day’s material on 
their minds. Providing students with their schedules weeks in advance enables them to 
adjust their work schedules and possible childcare needs. Also, creating more flexibility 
in the class schedules themselves can help nontraditional students concentrate and 
understand the material more. Scheduling one class for a four-hour block is not 
conducive in keeping these students’ attention and ultimately having them absorb the 
material, students reported during their interviews. Instead, scheduling the same class for 
two hours over two days provides students with more time to access their instructors with 
questions. Incorporating a day off during the week also helps nontraditional students get 
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more schoolwork done, study better, rest, and even work more hours to financially 
support themselves or their families.  
Books. When students are expected to learn new material, and do any amount of 
self-teaching, proper textbooks are essential to any student’s success.  In this study, 63 
percent of students in the qualitative portion of the study stated that a plethora of 
textbooks need to be changed. Table 14 illustrates the textbooks that the students 
criticized and what they found to be wrong with them. Isabella, who was about to 
graduate from the program when she was interviewed, said: 
     Some of the books are terrible.  Gerontology – a lot of us didn’t even open the  
     book because it’s so random and disorganized.  It’s a really bad book.  There’s   
     a lot of bad books and we tell corporate but if they’re still using that book then  
     those surveys aren’t effective and just a waste of our time to fill out.  There’s a  
     lot of us, even the teacher, who complained about that book.  Just like how  
     tough our Informatics book was to understand.  Our Pharmacology teacher  
     told us not to even use that book because there were so many parts of it that we  
     didn’t need, and that it was a BSN or an RN book and didn’t even qualify for  
     us as LPNs.  She gave us a Pharm Made Easy book that we had to return at the  
     end and that I opened, but not the actual course book.  The Community book is  
     terrible too.  You can’t even read it because it’s so hard and random and a ton  
     of information – it’s a really boring book.  It’s not always that they’re harder  
     but they have more information that we don’t need because they’re made for  
     RN or BSN programs. 
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Students need textbooks in every course, regardless of how much they feel they are 
teaching themselves the material. However, nontraditional students utilizing texts that are 
difficult to follow and understand creates an unnecessary barrier to their success, study 
participants reported. By utilizing books that are clearly written and designed for an LPN 
program rather than an RN program would greatly enhance a students’ comprehension of 
the material and performance in a course. 
 
Table 14 
Criticisms Students Had Regarding Their Course Textbooks (n=16) 
Textbook   Frequency   Reason 
 
Gerontology   4    Disorganized, hard to follow, 
full of         unexplained statistics 
Informatics   3    Difficult to understand 
Pharmacology   1    Difficult to understand, many 
        unnecessary parts, written  
        for RN program 
Community   4    Disorganized, difficult to  
        understand, dense, font too  
        small 
Geriatric   2    Disorganized 
Mental Health   3    More information than 
needed,        topics not explained, difficult 
        to understand, disorganized 
 
  
Clinical Variety. Students in this study previously revealed conflicts with 
scheduling at their clinical sites, but have also expressed a concern regarding what they 
are doing while they are out on clinicals and are suggesting more variety. Research 
findings show 80 percent of the students in the qualitative portion of this study expressed 
a constant performance of bed baths with patients, but not enough practice with other 
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skills such as passing medicines, giving injections and starting IVs. Of the graduating 
interviewees included in the study, they estimated their clinical confidence between 50 
and 80 percent. No one felt entirely prepared. The study participants indicated this 
significantly contributed to a lack of confidence in their clinical skills, but none 
considered dropping out because of it since they had already completed so much of the 
program. “I am so good at bed baths, I can do them in my sleep because we’ve been 
doing them since fourth quarter, yet that won’t be my main job as an LPN,” Isabella said, 
“I’m ready for patient care, but deathly afraid to pass meds.”  
As instructors learned of their students’ concerns, they reduced bed baths for 
students in later cohorts, interviewees reports. The students in the study remarked they 
began doing patient treatments such as wound care or minor therapeutic treatments, 
flushing and inserting foley catheters, but rarely performed medication passes or IV 
work, which scares students. Deb said: 
We’ll flush a foley, somehow put in a foley and we’ll suction.  There’s really 
not much else to it.  We’ve done a med pass twice, so clinically I don’t feel 
we’re actually ready and don’t have that much clinical experience other than I 
can wipe stuff off your butt while you’re still in a bed, or I know how to flush 
your foley.  Other than that, we don’t have that much clinical experience. I’m 
scared to go out there. 
Most students stated they were craving more experience with medication administration, 
injections and IVs as they felt least prepared and most concerned about those areas of 
patient care.  Tanya remarked: 
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There’s a difference between doing things on a manikin and on an actual 
person, so if I was going to do stuff on a manikin I’d be first in line to do it, 
but being out there doing it on a real person has me a little nervous. Clinically 
I’m about 50 or 60 percent confident because a lot of it is treatments, but a lot 
of it is meds too and injections and insulin injections and I’ve never given an 
injection.  I didn’t really have much teaching on injections because again 
that’s when there were so many teachers in and out so I didn’t really get that 
much teaching on it. 
During the last quarter of the program, students stated they are supposed to receive a 
course dedicated just to IV training, however, at the time this data was collected, a 
significant snow storm impacted the area, closing the Stethoscope School of Health for 
several days, which also impacted the IV course. Interviewees used this as another 
example of how extended quarters would help a situation like this. One senior said she 
felt “cheated” because snow kept her from receiving the IV course when younger 
students probably would.  
Students wanted to learn more direct patient-care skills required of LPNs. Another 
suggestion students made included reducing the numbers of students in each group. One 
student remarked that because the group she was in was so large, that many students end 
up without anything to do other than speaking with patients. While patient relations is an 
important part of nursing, it concerns the students, they said, because they are not 
spending that time learning direct clinical skills. Students have suggested that clinical 
instructors, who assign tasks during these rotations, enter the clinical site with 
predesigned structure and a variety of tasks to alleviate this issue. Making these small 
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adjustments to the variety of skills LPN students are practicing while on their clinical 
rotations, will enhance their confidence and help them succeed. 
Peer tutoring. Oftentimes when students are at their clinical sites, they are able to 
teach younger students skills they have already learned. This idea of peer tutoring was 
also suggested by study participants for the academic portion of the program. Students 
expressed that more often than not, while instructors hold limited office hours, they are 
working with other students at that time or have very little time for one-on-one tutoring. 
Students suggested that having upperclassmen who have performed well in a course and 
are approved by the program director as being a proper tutor can hold tutoring sessions 
privately or in a group setting for younger students. Those interviewed were not 
concerned as much with who did the tutoring, but that what they taught aligned with the 
instructors’ syllabi, course expectations and information. Tanya suggested even allowing 
graduates to return to the school to come back and tutor. “Even if the senior graduated 
already they could come back and tutor until they find placement with a real job or a 
couple hours a day and get paid for it,” she suggested. Another option students proposed 
was online tutoring via Skype or other platforms at night would be helpful. Kourtney 
said: 
There are signs everywhere for tutoring, but you can’t always get it during 
work or school hours, so I think if they had something like Skype tutoring that 
were out of office hours, that would be helpful.  Online tutoring at night 
outside of school hours where you could sign up as a group or an individual 
and even have prepared video tutoring so it’s kind of like being in class but you 
don’t physically have to be there would be cool too.  Or if there was a group of 
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people who wanted to physically go to the school at 8 p.m. and have someone 
tutor them after hours that would be great. I don’t think it would matter who 
the tutor was – another student, an outside expert, or a teacher – as long as the 
tutor knew the content and had access to the instructor’s syllabus and what the 
instructor is actually teaching so the tutor can be more effective.  So if the 
teacher is using a certain blood value in the muscle, depending on where you 
go that changes, so as long as the tutor knows the values the teacher is using 
and they give you the same values, that’d be fine.” 
Additionally, for the ELL students on campus, students suggested that the 
information that there is an ELL tutor on campus be more widely distributed. Dominique, 
who speaks Spanish, said, “And I really wish there had been language help, or that I 
knew someone told me about you doing ELL tutoring. You would have gotten me what I 
needed so long ago.” 
 As research findings show, a peer tutoring program would enable students to get 
more help in various subjects that teachers are sometimes unable to provide due to their 
schedules. Additionally, nontraditional students fight with insecurities of not being smart 
enough and being judged as seen in Tables 10 and 11, which can be considerably reduced 
when the assistance comes from a peer rather than a superior. 
Online courses. As this chapter has shown, students feel they need help not only 
academically but with transitional skills and even computer skills, and that sitting with 
teachers in person is a vital component to these nontraditional students’ success. A 
change in curriculum at Stethoscope School of Health can potentially enhance these fears 
and jeopardize what these study participants have indicated as tools to their success. 
159 
 
 
 
Though this study included students who were enrolled in face-to-face didactic 
instruction within the site’s LPN program, they had plenty to say about the new hybrid 
program that was implemented over the last year in the program. No longer are general 
education courses and some core courses being taught on campus, but solely online by 
teachers from across the country who students cannot physically work with. Students are 
then on campus for their core nursing classes and clinicals. There are now five groups of 
students in this new program design at Stethoscope School of Health. These students 
were excluded from the study because of the differences in curriculum, teachers and 
schedules, but that did not stop the qualitative study participants from expressing how 
negatively they felt about this programmatic change.  Though to Tiffany, online courses 
initially sounded appealing, knowing what she does now about herself as a student, she 
said: 
I think having the online classes is hard from what I’ve heard from people  
behind me. They complain about those classes that are online.  I heard they  
wanted to move psych online to the last mod and I don’t know how would they  
fit that in because you need that material far earlier in the program.  People  
aren’t going to understand the content on an online class when it’s stuff that  
needs to be discussion-based and that you need to hear and be taught, not just  
read and understand. There are just certain things that can’t be online.  There  
are topics and classes where you need to bounce ideas off each other.  I  
personally don’t think that hybrid is a good idea.  You’re not going to get a lot  
of adult learners who will succeed doing hybrid classes. The fail or drop rate  
will be sick. If they had asked me 18 months ago before I knew how hard it is  
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for me to learn I would’ve said hell yea because it’d be a great schedule, but  
then once I got into it I would want out immediately.  Online classes at home  
seems great because of between laundry and making dinner and they could  
work more but then they realize how tough it is and get knocked down and  
some get so defeated they don’t get back up. It sounds good when you have  
more time when you have it on your own schedule but adults need that  
structure when you implement it. 
Many of the students in this study felt the online program was a mistake because 
these hybrid students now lose the face-to-face support, motivation, structure and 
assistance they need transitioning into the classroom. Several cited the fact that many 
nontraditional students do not know how to use computers, which is an unavoidable 
component of the hybrid curriculum. Jessica said: 
If you can’t use a computer or are afraid to use one like I was or some of my 
classmates were, then how do you take your online classes? I don’t know how 
they’re doing online classes now. I would have been in so much trouble 
because I didn’t know how to use a computer. I do now but to start that would 
have been so much worse than starting school already was. 
One hundred percent of students in the qualitative portion of this study said they needed 
face-to-face instruction in order to help them succeed. For the courses that are now 
offered online, that element has been removed. Students in this study have expressed how 
critical that face-to-face interaction is during their first quarter when they are 
transitioning into school. Mariska said: 
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I liked the first mod with you a lot, and I know a lot of people are complaining 
about it now because of it being online.  I guess there are a lot of changes to the 
nursing program and putting these classes online is terrible.  Especially in that 
first mod, I needed you to be there with me for writing and informatics and if it 
was online when I was going to start the program like it is now, I would’ve 
never come here.  Online is terrible.  There are a lot of complaints about that.  
I’m not an online learner.  I would have if I had to but not if I had a choice.  
It’s a stupid idea.  I’ve done it and hated it.  If I wanted to take online classes I 
would’ve went to an online school, so I’m glad I’m done in two weeks and 
don’t have to deal with it. 
 Though students currently enrolled or seeking enrollment in the LPN program at 
Stethoscope School of Health have no choice but to take online courses, ensuring the 
students are fully prepared technologically before beginning the online courses can 
increase student confidence, course success and overall persistence (Gordon, Quick, & 
Lyons, 2009). 
School-Wide Changes 
 In addition to changes in the program itself, study participants had very clear 
wants and needs from the for-profit institution itself that would improve their lives both 
inside and outside of school. If nontraditional students can receive school support for 
their lives outside of school as well as inside of school, it would reduce absenteeism, 
stress, and negative self-talk, ultimately making success inevitable (Bigger, 2005). 
 Childcare. As the descriptive data in Table 4 indicated, 78 percent of the 
participants in this study have children. Table 9 demonstrated that childcare was a 
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prevalent issue on their minds, so much so that 34 percent of them reported their 
attendance being affected in some way by childcare issues. Table 13 shows that 36 
percent of the studied population wanted the school to offer some kind of childcare 
services, and the most popular suggestion from interviewees was an on-site daycare, 
though other suggestions emerged like summer camps, and after-school babysitting. Only 
33 percent of nontraditional students with children nationwide finish a college program 
within six years (“The role,” 2016). They are also spending approximately 40 percent of 
their monthly income on childcare (“The role,” 2016). One example of this is one LPN 
student who had just given birth prior to this study and when her daughter got ill, her lack 
of a support system required she stay home with her daughter. She missed so many 
classes that she had to drop out of the program. She is not the only one who has missed 
class due to a sick child. Isabella said, “For my younger one, there were times when the 
sitter was sick and I couldn’t attend school because I couldn’t bring her.” Stacey agreed 
that on-campus childcare would increase attendance, saying: 
If you had daycare facilities available, you would have more students.  I could  
come to school and my mind would be at ease and it would be a comfort  
because if I had a quick break, I could go see them or have lunch with them,  
but I also know they are ok and safe and within walking distance.  I wouldn’t  
have to worry about babysitters being sick, coming up with backup plans if I  
have a test, or missing school to be with them if I can’t find other  
arrangements.  Then if I need to study, I can stay on campus a little longer  
because the child is being taken care of and I wouldn’t be as stressed because I  
can focus for a few minutes.  I could also drop them off and make it to  
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clinicals on time so early in the morning when other daycares aren’t open. 
Other suggested that after their school day ends, children could be bussed to an on-site 
daycare while their parents finish their own classes. This would enable the parents to 
continue classes and even stay after to complete homework while they knew their 
children were being cared for. Brenda said: 
A daycare or especially after-school programs here at my school would be 
great for the long commuters. Then I can be productive and even stay and get 
work done and they can be safe. 
 Having an on-site daycare would also alleviate problems some parents have when their 
own class schedule changes and they must change daycare schedules, which can be 
costly. Kevin described a classmate who spent and extra $300 on all of the daycare 
changes she needed to make because their class schedule changed four times that quarter. 
One parent stated that the school-year doesn’t present an issue for her, but the 
summertime does, suggesting a summer camp for students’ children: 
Maybe if they offered something for our kids like even in the summer.  Not 
necessarily every day but once a week have like a summer camp and they’ll 
take them up Nay Aug swimming or something. Offer them things I can’t do 
with them because I’m in school, but at least my kids aren’t completely losing 
out. 
 Providing on-site childcare was something parents of older children even said 
would be beneficial. The nontraditional students in this study said the hardest part of 
being a student was also being a parent because of the added stress, expense and 
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organization. The attrition rate of these students would drop dramatically when schools 
provide some form of childcare services for its students (“The role,” 2016). 
 Transportation. As the descriptive data in Table 4 indicated, study participants 
travel anywhere from one minute to over 2 hours to school one way each day, with the 
average one-way commute lasting 30 minutes. These times, however, do not take into 
account how long it takes for many students to get to their clinical sites or additional 
travel time due to snow. These lengthy commutes, issues with their vehicles, and lack of 
gas money create another barrier for these students to potentially succeed. Because of 
this, as shown in Table 13, 42 percent of students surveyed want some kind of 
transportation assistance. Depending on the day, students in the program may have to 
either travel to campus or their clinical sites or both. The most common recommendations 
were gas cards included in the program tuition, shuttles to clinical sites, and discounted 
bus passes. Another student even suggested school buses as offered in compulsory 
education in order to help students reduce stress and transportation-related costs. Penny 
said: 
Transportation help would always be a benefit.  I’m actually seeing it first-
hand where cars are breaking down and people need to get to class or clinicals 
and I’ve had to help them. I don’t know what I would do it if happened to me, 
and we can’t miss.  Big schools have busses with park and rides and then they 
take you to the main campus, or campus-to-campus shuttling, but we don’t 
have that because we’re a small campus, but shuttles here and there wouldn’t 
hurt for those people who are further away.  Because that hour or even half-an-
hour ride, could let me relax my eyeballs or study, which I can’t do while I’m 
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driving.  I think that would help.  Some people don’t have cars or can’t afford 
the gas or the insurance or the maintenance, or rely on someone around them to 
give them a ride but then can’t get to school because of it. 
 Counselor. As study findings have revealed, many nontraditional students do not 
have the support outside of school that they need.  Table 7 indicated that 44 percent of the 
population studied don’t have a support system. Moreover, Table 7 also demonstrated 
that 14 percent of students surveyed said they do not receive adequate support from their 
parents, 23 percent do not receive enough support from their spouse or partner, and 8 
percent do not receive support from their friends, while another 14 percent reported that 
they do not have any friends. As shown in Table 13, 53 percent of study participants 
suggested having an on-site counselor on campus to receive the support they desire.  
Denise said: 
Maybe we do need a counselor with an open-door policy because there is so 
much stress between all the information crammed into 18 months, the money 
issues, and not having anyone to talk to builds up. 
During the program, LPNs learn about patient advocates, and many equated this concept 
with having a counselor. “I wish the school had I guess if you want to call it like a 
counselor who looks out for the students like a student advocate,” Denise continued. 
Tanya has a tough relationship with her father and cannot speak with him about her 
concerns or problems. 
I know how my dad is and when I’m having a hard time in a class, that’s when 
my dad makes things tougher because I can’t vent and it adds more stress to 
me.  Everyone needs to vent once in a while but the first thing he says is “well 
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you knew what you were getting into and if you don’t want to do it anymore, 
you can always quit but then you’re screwing yourself over.”  He says it pretty 
nasty too.  And I know the most important thing to my dad is education so I 
know I can’t go to him.  It’s stressful that when I need to vent I can’t vent to 
him and I literally have to hold my anger and frustration in until I can find 
someone to vent to or just hold it in but then will bubble up until it bursts. I 
can’t really go to my teachers to vent. We have a teacher who we can vent to 
because you’re under a lot of stress, but if it’s specifically about a class or 
teacher, they try to be helpful and then brings your issues to the other teacher’s 
attention, getting the other teacher agitated.  It comes from a good place but it’s 
one of those things that you know it may happen that if you vent it can get back 
to the teachers so there’s no point. I think it would be extremely helpful to have 
somebody impartial to talk to because not everyone has someone they can vent 
to at home and get the stuff that’s bothering them off their chest and be told 
“it’ll be ok” and “it’s normal to be this stressful.”  You need to just let the 
stress out so when you walk out you’ll be fine.  Not everyone has that.  And I 
just want to get it off my chest not, have someone to fix it for me.  I need to let 
it out.  If I had an issue with a specific teacher, I’d go to the teacher 
themselves, not behind their back.  I don’t need someone else to go and try and 
fix it for me because I am an adult and can do it myself.  There’s a line of a 
distinctive age that when you vent you are capable of fixing it yourself. 
Because nontraditional students are balancing multiple roles in their lives as they 
have revealed in this study’s findings, providing them with an impartial resource to offer 
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them with the additional support that many are not getting is definitely a tool that can 
help them persist through school. Many study participants stated that they feel they can 
go to their instructors with certain issues, however, others didn’t have that same rapport 
with all of their instructors, or they were dealing with issues they felt their teachers 
wouldn’t understand or judge them for. These nontraditional students indicated how 
beneficial an impartial person to talk to would be for their mental health, which would 
enable them to perform better in the classroom. 
 Relaxation areas. While students described a counselor as beneficial to their 
mental health, so did they describe a place where they could take a moment during the 
school day to relax for a moment and cordially speak with classmates. The study 
participants indicated that this minor reprieve from the rapid pace of the day would 
recharge them and enable them to return to class with better focus, helping them to 
succeed. Indicated in Table 13, 83 percent wanted indoor relaxation areas within the 
department where they could talk. Maria, who was recovering from pneumonia at the 
time of the interview, said: 
A place for students to lounge in this building would be great.  If I want to take 
a break and just relax and talk to my friends, I can’t do that here. I have to go 
to another building in the cafeteria.  A little spot here where you can talk and 
be loud without disturbing classes or people studying would be perfect.  The 
smokers have a place so I can go there if I want to drag my already terrible 
lung out there.  So where do the non-smokers go? 
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Because the cafeteria is located in another building on campus, other students suggested 
the lounge within the LPN department also have a microwave so students can heat up 
their lunch and eat on their limited lunch breaks. Tricia said: 
I agree with having a place to go in between classes to sit and lounge or talk.  
We can’t really do that in the library, especially when people are testing or 
studying.  (The director) set up those nice little tables outside the one 
classroom, but if someone is in that class you can’t really sit there and talk 
because then it’s distracting.  You can’t go outside because you get bombarded 
with cigarette smoke.  Some place to hang out and even eat your lunch, maybe 
even with a microwave, would be nice.  I know there’s the cafeteria but I don’t 
think I’ve seen anyone from nursing ever go up there because we also usually 
don’t have enough time to get up there and back depending on the day.  
With such a hectic, condensed schedule, students reported that being able to take 
a moment to relax would enable them to recharge, even briefly. These findings also 
indicated that students felt laughing with classmates would improve mood, reduce stress 
and enhance their attention in class. 
 Library hours. Though students cannot necessarily relax or talk loudly in the 
library because it is used for testing, studying and homework, as Table 13 shows, 39 
percent of the nontraditional students studied wanted the library open later than 9 p.m. 
and 81 percent wanted the library available to them on weekends.  Descriptive data in 
Table 12 indicates that 92 percent of students feel access to the library is vital to their 
success because students can utilize any of the 16 desktop computers, printer, 
photocopier or WiFi to complete their homework. They can also utilize any of the four 
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tables for studying or group projects, access the library’s research databases and use the 
textbooks, journals and magazines available to them. Kevin, who often works late hours, 
said: 
Personally, I need better hours for the library. Longer hours at night beyond 9 
p.m. or even weekend hours would be fantastic because if you had it open until 
midnight on weeknights or even until 6 p.m. on weekends, then you can help 
the students who work an off-shift, overnight or evening shifts because then 
they can come back to campus to get work done.  We have to work and we 
have to be able to stay in school so that means it all has to fit in somehow. 
 Technology improvements. Much of the work students do in the LPN program 
from checking their grades, communicating with instructors, submitting assignments and 
even taking tests occur online. A final recommendation 81 percent of qualitative study 
participants made is to enhance the technology on campus by increasing internet speeds 
and receiving more reliable laptops. Students in the program receive laptops, which are 
included in their tuition. Many complain about the quality of these laptops. Rachel said: 
The laptops we get kind of suck.  I know in the tuition when you look at the 
printout the laptop is $1200 but then we get a $500 computer and I know the 
price includes the programs and stuff but I think I spent more time with our 
awesome IT guy in these last 18 months that probably wasn’t needed if they 
gave us a better-quality laptop. 
There is one part-time IT person who works between two campuses monitoring all laptop 
issues for students in four departments; as well as all of the equipment in the classrooms, 
library and two computer labs on campus; any instructor issues; as well as the WiFi 
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signal strength. All of the students in this study stated he is amazing, but noted he is 
stretched far too thin, and if they received better laptops, then it may be one less thing he 
has to worry about. Though there are many WiFi connections in each building, when 
students and instructors connect multiple devices like laptops, cellphones and tables to 
the WiFi, it slows down the internet speeds.  Lucy said: 
The computers suck big time – the laptops and the ones in the library.  It takes  
a few minutes just to load the computers.  You want to print and it gets stuck.  
So for example Wednesdays a lot of people are on campus – it seems to be the  
day of classes.  Four times I tried to do an online test.  Four times and it  
freezes in the middle or stops or cancels out on my laptop and that’s because  
it’s too many people are on the WiFi, and because of that I think they need  
stronger service.  Giving us stronger service, and better laptops, plus somehow  
speeding up the ones in the library and computer lab would make our lives so  
much easier.  If I would’ve known the quality of the laptop we got, I would’ve  
never taken it. 
 Investing a bit more of Stethoscope School of Health’s budget into more WiFi 
access points, and a bigger IT staff would alleviate a lot of the issues the students and 
staff on campus experience. The school can also order a higher quality laptop for the 
students, which would only be an added expense to the student. Implementing these 
changes would enable students to complete their online tests, assessments, surveys and 
communications with their instructors without any complications, making this one less 
issue these nontraditional students would need to be concerned about and help them 
persist through their courses. 
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Results 
 Though nontraditional students have been studies in limited capacity at 
community colleges and traditional four-year schools, they have not been studied at for-
profit postsecondary institutions. This study was conducted to find out what these adults 
learners struggle with every day that makes completing school difficult and suggestions 
they had to make graduating more of a reality than a dream. This study did not focus on 
retention and attrition rates and did not focus on students by the numbers, but aimed to 
learn who they were and what they faced through their own eyes.  
Using four research questions, it was first determined through this study that 
nontraditional students are in fact very different from traditional students, not only in age, 
but in transitional experiences, the structure of their lives, what mattered most in their 
lives and struggles they faced. 
These struggles, both personal and academic, were explored with the second 
research question where this study showed that nontraditional students have a lot of fear 
when returning to school, and also struggle with a plethora of negative emotions like 
guilt, selfishness, feeling stupid, unworthiness and self-doubt. The biggest personal 
struggle nontraditional students encounter is finding a way to balance it all. They need to 
provide for their families, bring in an income, spend time with their children and 
incorporate their own studies into that chaotic list of responsibilities that it becomes 
overwhelming for them. This can become so overwhelming that these adult learners 
begin to question their decision of returning to school at all. They know that in the long-
run it can help their families, but they don’t know how to get through the short-term.  
Things like scheduling inconsistencies, a lack of structure created at school, as well as 
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negativity from both classmates and instructors then exacerbate these feelings, leading to 
even more doubt of their educational decisions. 
In order to combat these doubts, negative emotions, fears and chaos, it was 
discovered through the third research question that teachers play a vital and pivotal role 
in nontraditional students lives. Because the learners tend to be close in age to their 
instructors, they desire a rapport with them on a more human level, rather than just 
teacher to student. They want to be able to feel comfortable approaching them about any 
issue they are having, whether it relates to academia or not, because having the support, 
encouragement and motivation from their instructors is imperative for these students. As 
the findings and literature show, they need someone to believe in them because most 
don’t believe in themselves. When it comes to the classroom, they need these skilled 
clinicians to adapt this scary, new material in different ways that targets the way each 
student learns best; they need strong didactic instructors. This study found that 
nontraditional students retain concepts best through examples, stories, real-world 
connections and by practicing things themselves. They loathe simply trying to read and 
understand material from a book and need their instructors to provide them with 
explanations, as well as various lecture materials like handouts, study guides and 
PowerPoints. 
Despite their struggles, this study found there are rays of hope for helping 
nontraditional students persist and graduate at for-profit schools as discovered in the final 
research question.  Adult learners have spent their post-high school years working and 
raising families. Typically, it is later in life when they decide to either enhance their 
career or change it completely. This then lengthens the time since they have been a 
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student last. Offering foundational transitional courses covering topics like study, 
reading, notetaking, reading comprehension and test taking skills; as well as helping them 
discover how they learn best and strategies to employ; as well as how to read a syllabus, 
manage their time and create structure for themselves are essential to these students’ 
retention and later success in the program. Also, because technology and language 
change so rapidly, offering these older students classes on computers and medical 
terminology are also ways to set these students up for success. Finally, if the institution 
itself can find ways to ease the stresses of the nontraditional student’s life, then retention 
and success are inevitable. This study found that nontraditional students need help mainly 
with childcare, transportation, and structured schedules they receive in advance that do 
not change.  They also want someone to talk to, accessibility to school resources at night 
and on weekends, and places to unwind during the day. They also need quality laptops, 
desktop computers, printers and WiFi access in order to complete their required tasks. 
Though all of these requests may seem like a lot to ask for and financial worries is one of 
the biggest burdens adult learners face, students are willing to carry the additional 
expenses if it means providing them with the support they so require.  When any 
institution invests in what really matters – their students – there is no way anyone can 
fail. 
Summary 
 Understanding the experiences of nontraditional students attending a for-profit 
postsecondary school from their own perspective enabled this researcher to discover how 
these students differed from traditional students, what problems they encountered that 
could jeopardize their success and what tools would help them succeed. Because 
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nontraditional students have not been studied in this capacity before, the findings from 
this study fill a gaping hole in the current literature on both nontraditional students and 
for-profit institutions. From 36 73-question surveys and 16 one-hour interviews, the 
substantial amount of findings from this study enable this researcher to draw several 
conclusions and make a number of findings that will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
There are approximately 32 million students enrolled in some form of 
postsecondary education in the United States (“Chapter,” 2016). Of those students, 47 
percent of them are considered nontraditional, and their enrollment rates are expected to 
rise faster, by 14 percent more by 2024, than traditional student enrollment (“Chapter,” 
2016). Nontraditional students are defined as students meeting at least one of the eight 
criteria which include that they are over the age of 25 who have been out of school for at 
least one year, are parents, work full-time, and are financially independent (Pelletier, 
2010). Often nontraditional students are also single parents, predominantly female, have a 
GED rather than high school diploma, are FGS, and have unsuccessfully tried other 
college programs (Pelletier, 2010). Nontraditional students account for more than 70 
percent of the entire student body at for-profit postsecondary institutions (Deming, 
Goldin, & Katz, 2013). In recent years, however, for-profit colleges have been facing 
high drop-out rates and low enrollment rates, leading schools to consolidate campuses or 
close entirely, leaving students without a degree and high student loan debt (Deruy, 
2017). Therefore, there must be a connection between why nontraditional students are 
dropping out of their programs at for-profit institutions before completing their degree. 
This mixed-methods study was driven by the central research question of what did 
nontraditional learners at for-profit postsecondary institutions feel they needed to 
graduate? The goal of this study was to find out, from the students’ perspectives, what 
obstacles they faced personally and academically that may jeopardize their education, if 
those obstacles differed from those that traditional students experience, what role 
nontraditional students feel instructors play in their education and what tools they feel 
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they need to persist to graduation. Nontraditional students at for-profit schools have not 
been studied in this capacity, making it crucial this study have been completed so 
educators can better understand this growing demographic and make changes to better 
serve them academically, especially in proprietary schools. 
This case study approach was conducted at a for-profit college, the Stethoscope 
School of Health, in the northeastern part of the United States, which is one of 42 
campuses owned by the same company. It focused only on the students in the face-to-
face 18-month licensed practical nursing program seeking an Associate’s Degree in 
Specialized Technology in Practical Nursing. The study did not include the students new 
to the program who were beginning the hybrid curriculum to control for curriculum, 
instructors and scheduling. The study was conducted in two phases. First, the quantitative 
phase included collecting survey data from  all of the study participants (n=36). These 
data were explored using descriptive analysis in SPSS.  Next, the qualitative phase of the 
study involved interviewing a subsample of students for one hour each (n=16) to both 
further investigate findings from the descriptive analysis and collect new information.. 
The interviews were then transcribed, memoed, coded and organized to create a 
codebook and emerging themes.Data was triangulated using methodology triangulation 
where data was collected at different times in different ways and used to find connections 
(“Data,” 2017). This triangulation provided a more in-depth view of the respondents’ 
answers, validated the research findings, generated more comprehensive data, and both 
phases supported the overall outcomes (“Data,” 2017). Because this was a mixed-
methods study, there are multiple conclusions and recommendations that can be made 
based on these research findings. 
177 
 
 
 
Conclusions 
 This study was guided by one central research question and four supporting 
research questions. Phase one of the study was used to answer the first research question 
and part of the second, while the second phase was used to answer the remainder of the 
second question as well as the final two research questions. The study findings were 
consistent with the current literature available and produced new findings to add to the 
current literature. 
Research Question 1: How do nontraditional students differ from traditional college 
student populations? 
 Nontraditional students differ from their traditional counterparts in numerous 
ways. Unlike traditional college students, nontraditional students have spent a significant 
amount of time out of school before pursuing another degree, ultimately leading to 
transitional issues. Though traditional students also have troubles adjusting to college 
life, their struggles often center around handling new-found independence whereas 
nontraditional learners struggle with learning how to be a student again and juggling their 
jobs and families with their studies, which is an issue traditional students do not face.  In 
this study of 36 students enrolled at a for-profit college’s license practical nursing 
program, 78 percent of them work full time, averaging 30 hours a week while 64 percent 
of them also had children ranging from 3 months old to 27 years old. These are not 
typical components of a traditional college student’s story, who characteristically spend 
their days socializing, participating in extracurricular activities and establishing 
connections with other students.  Nontraditional students, conversely, drive to campus, 
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attend class, and then leave campus for work or home where they change roles from 
student to provider. 
Research Question 2: What obstacles do adult-learners at for-profit schools feel 
compromise their ability to persist to graduation? 
 Nontraditional students have needs that differ from those of traditional students, 
and when those needs are unmet by an institution, department or faculty, they create 
additional struggles the student must overcome. A majority of nontraditional students 
struggle with personal issues like balancing home, work and school; money; self-doubt 
and low self-esteem; negative self-talk; feelings of guilt, selfishness, inadequacies and 
fear. Additionally, struggles with caring for their children while being in school was also 
a significant finding of this study. More than half of the students in this study said that a 
lack of childcare had impacted their attendance during at least one point during their 
program. When these issues are not addressed, they become obstacles that the student 
must overcome in order to be successful in school. In this study, 69 percent of the 
students studied attempted a different degree before attending the LPN program in which 
they are currently enrolled, yet these obstacles led to 40 percent of the 69 percent 
dropping out.   
 The nontraditional students in this study also expressed a lack of transitional help 
when they started their program that also left them feeling inadequate, unsupported and 
academically struggling. Feeling a lack of support is also a substantial struggle for 
nontraditional students who are the first in their families to pursue higher education, 
known as first generation students (FGS). They often have no one at home who 
understands the academic and personal struggles they are going through, leaving the 
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student feeling as if they are going through the academic process alone. A lack of support 
and unpreparedness coupled with what they described as an exorbitant amount of self-
teaching and self-doubt led to many students questioning their decision to pursue a 
degree and dropping out of the program just months after they began. If institutions 
cannot mitigate these issues and provide support for the student in various ways, those 
doubts can ultimately lead to adult learners dropping out.  
Research Question 3: What role, if any, does faculty at a for-profit institution play 
in a nontraditional student’s motivation to stay in school? 
Faculty play a very important role for nontraditional students, especially in a for-
profit school where the enrollment and class size is often far smaller than community or 
four-year colleges. Nontraditional students want to be comfortable asking basic questions 
without being viewed as stupid because transitioning back into the classroom is a 
challenge for them. Some nontraditional students have little to no experience with 
technology, syllabi or even classroom jargon, so knowing they can be vulnerable and ask 
instructors questions without fear of judgement is very important to this population.  
Because of the demands of their home and work lives, nontraditional students 
predominantly live their school lives on campus, so teachers being accessible outside of 
class, after hours, during office hours, offering tutoring, following through with 
communications and supporting students is invaluable to these students.  Nontraditional 
students also thrive with teachers who can adapt their teaching styles to target every type 
of learner in the room, which these students view as important. These students’ didactic 
education is enhanced through examples, real-life applications, and hands-on learning. In 
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addition to the instructors, these students also valued knowing and having a close rapport 
with their program director and there being consistency among all school entities.  
Research Question 4: What institutional programs, if any, can for-profit schools 
offer its students to help them succeed? 
 Education is ever-evolving and institutions are always searching for ways to 
improve for their students.  Nontraditional students in this study named very specific 
programmatic and school changes that would better enable them to succeed at this for-
profit institution.   
With regards to curriculum, students stated that more flexible class schedules and 
breaks within the schedule were important; they also wanted courses dedicated just to 
transitional skills and learning their personal learning styles, like a first-year seminar 
course (FYS). They also expressed that a computer course and English and math 
remediation courses prior to the start of their actual curriculum would be invaluable to 
their success. They also expressed significant interests in having a Medical Terminology 
course and Career Development course. Additionally, subjects were adamant that better 
textbooks be utilized throughout the curriculum, with many of them citing that several of 
the books were written at the Registered Nurse level, rather than the LPN level, making 
them too difficult to understand. Finally, these future LPNs felt having more variety in 
what tasks they performed during their clinical rotations would strengthen their 
knowledge and skills within the field.  
From a school standpoint, participants were very clear about several items that 
would make their attendance, performance and overall resilience improve. Collectively 
this population requested assistance with childcare and transportation. Additionally, 80 
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percent of the population studied stated that relaxation areas within the department and 
weekend hours for the library would be very helpful. Regarding supplies, 80 percent also 
requested better quality laptops that are included in their tuition as well as stronger WiFi 
on campus. Finally, more than half of the students studied requested a counselor be added 
on campus as someone to talk to about their problems and seek advice and support, which 
is something many of them state they do not nor cannot receive at home. 
Central Research Question: What did nontraditional learners at for-profit 
postsecondary institutions feel they needed to graduate? 
 When all of these findings are viewed collectively, it illustrates that for-profit 
institutions can be doing more in order to make their students feel more valued and cared 
for by implementing programs and procedures to help their students succeed. These 
research findings indicate that for a nontraditional student to succeed at a for-profit 
institution, they need to be encased by support from all school personnel. With varying 
home situations, these students need to feel that if they are supported nowhere else, that 
their school is a safe place for them to be emotionally and receive the guidance, 
sensitivity and understand that they need. Academically, nontraditional students need 
targeted, differentiated instruction with practical and hands-on examples, and 
supplemental tools to assist them in their comprehension of the material. In addition to 
these elements in the classroom, nontraditional students need flexibility in their schedules 
to retain information and have more access to instructors during the week to ask them 
questions. Not only do they need flexibility within their schedules, but they also need to 
receive their schedules weeks in advance to their next set of classes in order to arrange 
their work and childcare schedules. Finally and most importantly, nontraditional students 
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need and rely on structure and consistency within their programs, schedules, classes and 
externships or clinical rotations. This enhances their time management abilities and 
eradicates any feelings of chaos constant change in the school may bring. 
Alignment with Conceptual Framework 
As discussed in Chapter 2, the ideas propelling this study based on the literature 
alone at that time was that nontraditional students were attracted to for-profit schools 
because of their shorter programs which got students into the workforce faster. These 
schools, however, spent less money per student and were more expensive, leaving 
students with higher debts to repay. As nontraditional students progressed through their 
program, they were left to find ways to juggle their personal, professional and academic 
lives, usually leaving their academic lives to suffer the most as working and financially 
providing for their families topped their priority lists. With a lack of a support at home 
and from the school, the pressures became too much to handle so they would drop out 
rather than seek help, feeling there wasn’t a way to fix the issues. This led to high 
attrition rates for for-profit schools which left students without a degree and high student 
loan debt, and effected the school’s financial stability and potential to stay open. Figure 6 
illustrates the Conceptual Framework model that appeared in Chapter 2 and it is clear that 
this study’s research findings do align with the literature and theories prior to conducting 
the study.  These research findings report the same pressures and lack of support the 
literature depicted while also adding others not in the current literature. Because it was 
outside the scope of the study, these findings do not discuss recruitment methods but do 
include elements of the for-profit model itself as that was the focus of the study. 
 
183 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Figure 3.  Conceptual Framework of the Study 
 
Recommendations 
Recommendations resulting from the findings of this study are provided in this 
section.  These recommendations have been delineated into three groups including those 
for Stethoscope School of Health itself, other for-profit colleges, and finally future 
research.  
Recommendations for Stethoscope School of Health 
 Based on the research findings from this study, there are a plethora of changes 
that the Stethoscope School of Health can implement, as suggested by the students 
themselves. These recommendations can enhance their students’ educational experience 
and greatly increase the chance for students to persist to graduation rather than drop out 
of the program. 
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 Childcare. The most powerful recommendation made by study participants is for 
Stethoscope School of Health to offer some kind of on-site childcare program. Sixty-six 
percent of students just in this sample of 36 students are parents, so that number would 
only grow if the other 200 students at this school were surveyed as well. Survey 
participants discussed the difficulties of affording childcare and missing class due to sick 
children. Offering quality childcare services is a crucial component to student success 
(“The role,” 2016). Nontraditional students who are also parents are particularly unlikely 
to finish their degree within 6 years, if at all, without some form of campus-offered 
childcare program because for nontraditional students, their job as a parent comes first, 
which often means their academic goals must suffer (“The role,” 2016). Implementing 
on-site childcare services with properly-trained personnel, extended hours, and liability 
procedures would enable students to attend school without worrying about the safety of 
their children. The students recognized this would incur additional costs, but they were 
more than willing to pay for these services. Many students suggested adding it in to the 
tuition for the students who utilize the services to be fair to those not utilizing the 
childcare. 
One very public example of this need is Kaitlyn Lowry, one of the stars of MTV’s 
Teen Mom 2. She had two sons and was pregnant with her third when she graduated from 
Delaware State University in May 2017 with a bachelor’s degree in mass 
communications that took her six years to get (Heller, 2017). Many times on the show, 
she was taped bringing her two young sons to class with her and explained in one episode 
that it is the only way she is able to attend that particular class on that day of the week 
(Heller, 2017). Without being able to bring her children with her, she would have failed 
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that class, she said during the show (Heller, 2017). Similar to Lowry, Texas A&M 
student and single mom Ashton Robinson appeared on the Ellen show in September 2017 
after a picture of her professor holding her 10-month-old son during class went viral 
(Carter, 2017). Robinson had contacted her professor, who appeared on the show with 
her, prior to the class asking to meet with him about what she would miss in class 
because she was unable to attend due to not having a babysitter (Carter, 2017). Dr. Henry 
Musoma instead asked how old her son was and told her to bring him to class (Carter, 
2017). Her son, Emmett, either sat at the front of the lecture hall during class or sat 
securely in Dr. Musoma’s arms during the lecture (Carter, 2017). When she appeared on 
the show, Robinson said she had just become a single mom, was depressed and thinking 
of dropping out, but her teacher’s act of kindness and support prevented that. “Now I’m 
able to go to school and bring Emmett,” Robinson said (Carter, 2017, para. 5). 
Oftentimes, the high expenses of daycare cause nontraditional students to drop out 
of school in order to either stay home with their children or work more to afford daycare 
(“Child,” 2014). Though the number of colleges offering either on-campus childcare 
centers or some kind of financial assistance for childcare has declined since 2004, the 
demand for it from students is very high and studies show that colleges providing some 
kind of childcare assistance is directly associated with higher retention and completion 
rates (Williams, 2017). This service also attracts more students to a postsecondary 
institution because of the quality-of-life services they see offered (“How,” 2017). Costs 
for personnel and space can be incorporated into tuition for students utilizing the service. 
Consistency/Calibration.  As discussed in the research findings, nontraditional 
students work best in an environment that provides them with structure to help mitigate 
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the feelings of chaos they have in juggling personal and academic lives. To help create 
more structure at Stethoscope School of Health, communication among all departments in 
the school as well as those within departments must be greatly enhanced so that students 
receive reliable, consistent information from each individual. Students in the study 
reported receiving incorrect information from admissions upon enrolling in school, issues 
with financial aid and issues in proper messages being transferred between financial aid 
and students. This calibration is also imperative among teachers in the department so they 
can distribute the same information to the students. Additionally, it is important for all 
department personnel to be trusted as a source of information for students, which was 
denoted as a problem in the research findings, thus they all need to know the answers to 
common student questions. Fixing these issues can be done through departmental 
meetings, more consistency in sending and checking emails, and creating a structure 
among personnel. 
An additional area where structure is greatly needed, according to the research 
findings, is in the creation and delivery of student schedules. The collaboration of the 
campus registrar, dean of nursing and department secretary can create tentative schedules 
for students, with room assignments, as early as six weeks through the 12-week quarter. 
Incorporating the campus registrar would fix the issues with incorrect schedules posted 
through the online portal. Students would have to be informed that the posted schedule 
was contingent on their passing current courses, or then their schedule would be subject 
to last-minute changes. 
Counselor. Nontraditional students have a lot of feelings and responsibilities to 
juggle, as these research findings showed. One consistent request among the qualitative 
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study participants was to have an impartial, trusted person on campus to whom they 
could talk. Many wanted a counselor so they had someone to speak to because they had 
no one else in their life to whom they can speak honestly. Nontraditional learners are not 
searching for someone to solve their problems for them, but help guide them through 
their problems and find resolutions for themselves (Bruce-Sanford, Heskeyahu, Longo, & 
Rundles, 2015). “Having to balance multiple roles as student, employee, parent, 
spouse/partner, sibling, and so on, can be very demanding on the non-traditional students’ 
time and energy,” (Bruce-Sanford, Heskeyahu, Longo, & Rundles, 2015, p. 25). Though 
Stethoscope School of Health does have a free phone hotline resource for students to use 
for financial, emotional and academic guidance, having a licensed counselor physically 
on campus would give students an additional form of support at their immediate disposal 
when an issue was bothering them. The cost to the school can be offset by readjusting 
budget allocations from the corporate body. 
Courses. As the literature and this study’s findings showed regarding 
nontraditional students, they have a difficult time transitioning back into the classroom 
after having spent at least a year or more outside of one. They remember the concept of 
school but forget what it is like to be a student again, how they learn best, how to manage 
their time and even how to address instructors. Most often, these transitional skills occur 
in a FYS course that is scheduled during the first term of the curriculum to help them 
adjust (Higgins, 2010). For these reasons, it is a very strong recommendation that an 
additional quarter be added to the beginning of the LPN program focusing solely on 
transitional courses including a computer course, FYS course, and medical terminology 
course before students begin their general education and core courses.   
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 The main course students studied at Stethoscope School of Health requested was a 
FYS course. Approximately 94 percent of four-year institutions offer a FYS course to 
some students and about 50 percent offer a FYS course to more than 90 percent of its 
student body (Porter, & Swing, 2006).  Implementing the FYS course alone would enable 
students to slowly transition into school, begin to build a safe learning environment with 
an instructor trained in teaching transitional skills and enable the nontraditional students 
to begin to build confidence in themselves. A FYS course could cover studying, test 
taking, note taking, textbook reading, time management, balance and self-assessment 
skills. Additionally, students would discover how they learn best and strategies for 
adapting their study skills to that learning style. They can also be taught how to deal with 
test taking anxiety and realize that it is a learned behavior, meaning it can be unlearned. 
The course can also incorporate coping with learning disabilities and ELL barriers. 
Focusing on study skills and academic engagement aids first-year students with the 
transition to collegiate expectations, routines, time management and helps them gain 
confidence (Porter, & Swing, 2006).  Focusing on health education like stress, anxiety 
and social issues enables the students to learn how to handle pressures of balancing their 
personal and academic lives (Higgins, 2010; Porter, & Swing, 2006). 
Students in this study also requested a basic computer course be implemented, 
which would also be best prior to the start of general education and core courses. 
Nontraditional students need assistance learning to navigate the internet, utilizing 
fundamental programs like Microsoft Word, and using a flash drive. As literature shows, 
many nontraditional students have a fear of technology as their everyday lives do not 
require its use to the extent that a classroom does (Gordon, Quick, & Lyons, 2009). Many 
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adults do not pursue returning to college due to fear of technology (O’Neill, & Thomson, 
2013), however, it can be a very advantageous tool for nontraditional learners if they are 
gradually utilized and students are trained in the technologies (Gordon, Quick, & Lyons, 
2009). Not teaching them technologies at all or instituting them before the student is 
ready can lead to intimidation, inadequacies, fear and even attrition (Gordon, Quick, & 
Lyons, 2009). 
Once students have made it through their program of study, however, the final 
concern is finding a job, which is why this study found that students wanted a separate 
Career Development course to properly learn how to create a resume, cover letter, 
portfolio and interview skills. Many nontraditional students have been on job interviews 
that require little skill to navigate, are mere formalities, are not intimidating or there is no 
other competition for the position. This course would focus on a student’s direct and 
transferrable skills and teach them how to incorporating both into selling themselves in a 
professional career interview. Because nontraditional students have a varied background, 
they are all entering the workforce after school with different skill and experience levels 
(“Addressing,” 2016). Assessing a student’s career readiness prior to graduation is a vital 
tool for nontraditional students in order for them to find job after graduation 
(“Addressing,” 2016). “Because of the unique needs of nontraditional students, it is 
important to make their career readiness a key focus across the institution to maximize 
the effectiveness of the effort” (“Addressing,” 2016, para. 20). These suggestions may be 
difficult to implement, especially expeditiously, as approval would need to come from 
not only the corporate entity but also the school’s state Board of Nursing which approves 
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nursing education programs (“State,” 2017), but are proven to be worth the effort with 
regard to student satisfaction, preparedness, and retention. 
Improve IT. Technology is an unavoidable aspect of any students’ life, and 
research findings show that there are several improvements that can be made to 
Stethoscope School of Health’s technology that can enhance student success. Currently 
students in the practical nursing, dental assisting, dental hygiene, and medical assistant 
programs receive laptops complete with Microsoft Office and virus software that is 
included in their tuition. The laptops, however, are often received with faulty or non-
existent webcams, which students in the LPN program need for a course assignment; with 
touchpads that are difficult to control and often disabled; and now without damage or 
replacement coverage. As discovered in these research findings, the study participants 
found the laptops to be of poor quality reporting that they would freeze, not hold a charge 
on the battery and that the screens cracked easily. Providing the students with a higher 
quality product would enable them to complete their assignments at home and tests in the 
classroom without complications. 
An additional complication that students encounter on campus, according to this 
study, are the issues students face in accessing wireless internet or finding it to be very 
slow. Though there are several access points in each building at Stethoscope School of 
Health, when students, staff and faculty all connect multiple devices like their laptops, 
phones and tablets to the WiFi, it bogs down these access points, making them run very 
slowly, or clog up to the point of being totally inoperable. When they become clogged, 
the IT specialist must reboot the entire access point. Installing more access points with 
191 
 
 
 
larger capabilities would alleviate many, if not all, of these issues, helping students access 
the internet for their assignments. 
With these issues, the students and staff often need the assistance of the IT 
specialist on campus, however, there has only ever been one IT specialist at Stethoscope 
School of Health to handle all of the staff, administration, teacher and student issues. His 
responsibilities not only include handling emergent issues that arise during the day, but 
maintaining all of the computer and projector equipment in the classrooms; and updating 
and maintaining all of the desktop computers on campus, including those for staff and 
those in the two campus computer laboratories and library. This past year, however, due 
to budget cuts, his full-time position was eliminated and he was reduced to working only 
20 hours per week, leaving him unable to tend to all of the technical issues on campus, 
like restarting the access points, fixing students’ computers or upgrading the current 
machinery on campus. With the impending growth of the hybrid program in addition to 
the daily IT issues personnel and students encounter, one way to solve his backlog of 
work is to reinstate his position to full-time and hire an additional part-time technician to 
handle the administrative portion of the job, such as the ordering, preparing and 
distribution of new student laptops. 
Lengthen Program. One of the more surprising findings from this study was that 
study participants were in favor of extending their 18-month LPN program at Stethoscope 
School of Health by a few weeks or months in order to help them through the learning 
process. Students in the study stated that if the program was lengthened, it would easily 
accommodate the aforementioned courses and quarter they suggested adding. It would 
also allow for slower-paced and more thorough learning, more clinical time and 
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opportunities and less stress surrounding making up time due to weather or holidays. As 
research findings have shown, nontraditional students are significantly affected by their 
personal emotions and reactions to stress. Because accelerated programs are condensed 
yet still filled with as much material as a non-accelerated program, this can trigger 
extreme stress, self-doubt and diminish intrinsic motivation that can be alleviated by 
either lengthening the program or reducing the course expectations (Wlodkowski, 
Mauldin, Gahn, 2001). Though the extension of the program would come at a cost, the 
students were willing to pay it for their benefit in the long-run. This may be the most 
difficult suggestion for the school to accommodate as it may require actions be taken with 
not only the corporate entity but also the school’s state Board of Nursing which approves 
nursing education programs (“State,” 2017). 
 Library Hours. Though the library is currently open until approximately 8:30 
p.m. during the week at the Stethoscope School of Health, research findings from this 
study show that students would like the library open later, but especially on the 
weekends. Some students are without WiFi in their homes, printers, or quiet places to 
complete their work, thus enabling students to access the library’s resources, especially 
on weekends, can greatly contribute to their success. This can be accomplished by 
extending the librarian’s and even another current staff member’s hours to accommodate 
the students. 
 Place to Relax. With all of the stress that nontraditional students face, another 
finding from this study was that students within the LPN program at Stethoscope School 
of Health wanted a designated area where they could relax, converse with classmates, eat 
lunch and regroup during the day. Adding a microwave to this common area was an 
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additional request. The department building currently houses the campus’s library, which 
is often the site of HESI exams, classes and other computer-based tests, requiring silence 
in the halls. The classrooms are also so close together that sound does carry from one 
room to another. The students are in search of a place where they can gather and talk and 
laugh without disturbing the other students. Providing quiet, relaxed areas where students 
can converse, laugh, and socialize is shown to decrease stress levels, increase 
attentiveness and enhance mood (Kirby, Biever, & Shell, 2006). Because the department 
is limited on space, this may be the most difficult request to accommodate without 
undertaking a costly renovation project, however, there are currently two rooms being 
used for faculty and one very small office used for file storage. There may be a way to 
rearrange the work spaces to give the students one room near a side entrance to the 
building away from areas that require silence to accommodate this request. 
 Teacher Demeanor. As literature and these research findings show, 
nontraditional students need support, immediate feedback, constructive criticism and to 
feel they have created a rapport with their instructors. Unfortunately, study participants 
reported that they do not feel supported by some teachers, and others stated they do not 
feel comfortable speaking with their instructors about certain topics. One instructor was 
also described as using derogatory remarks towards students. Teachers at Stethoscope 
School of Health are extremely busy, however, reinforcing the importance of not 
disregarding, ignoring or diminishing student opinions and issues to these instructors is 
imperative for student success. Nontraditional students interpret one setback or one 
element of negativity far more significantly than traditional students, therefore, teachers 
treating these students a bit more gently, with more understanding and taking more time 
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for them can contribute significantly to these students’ success by mitigating those 
setbacks, putting setbacks into perspective for the student, providing a source of support 
and helping the student create a plan for how they will conquer the next obstacle they 
face. 
 Teacher training. In higher education, instructors need to hold at least one 
degree in their area of specialty that is one step higher than the highest that the school 
offers. Associate’s degrees are the highest degrees offered at Stethoscope School of 
Health, so in the LPN program, instructors need only a bachelor’s degree in nursing to 
teach. While this makes them subject-matter experts, it does not necessarily make them 
effective instructors as they lack knowledge in instructional methodology, educational 
psychology and classroom management. Findings from this study showed that many 
students classified their instructors as better clinicians than classroom instructors. This is 
a very common occurrence, especially at for-profit schools, but putting new instructors 
through a training program can allay these issues. When instructors can incorporate and 
utilize differentiated instructional tools into their didactic lessons, it enables both students 
and professors to learn the students’ values and help them work towards them (Ishler, 
2003).  All of these elements encourage a positive attitude towards learning, which can 
foster a lifelong love of learning, which results in retention, persistence and completion 
(Ishler, 2003). These are not skills that clinicians without formal teacher training typically 
possess, however. New instructors without degrees in education can be put through 
training as part of their hiring conditions which teaches them about differentiated 
instruction, targeting various types of learners simultaneously, working with ELL and LD 
students, classroom management, setting classroom rules and creating teacher 
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boundaries. Part of this training can also include educating these instructors about 
nontraditional students and how teachers’ attitudes and levels of support can enhance the 
students’ persistence and success. 
Tutoring. Nontraditional students need access to tutoring as the findings from 
this study have found. Becoming a practical nurse is no easy task and there are a variety 
of topics and skills that these students need assistance in developing. Therefore, it is 
suggested that Stethoscope School of Health enable instructors to have longer office 
hours, for which they are compensated, in order to accommodate all of the students who 
may need them. Additionally, implementing a peer tutoring program with current 
students or program graduates can not only free up instructor tutoring but also provide 
students in need with material presented to them in a different way. Many students create 
their own mnemonic devices and ways of understanding information that teachers do not 
think of which can be of great assistance to students. Utilizing peer and small group 
tutoring maximizes a school’s resources and provides the flexibility that nontraditional 
students need (Linder, 2017). Finally, the Stethoscope School of Health needs an ELL 
and LD tutor on campus at the students’ disposal, and students must be informed that this 
tutor exists, which involves informing all campus faculty of this tutoring service so they 
can make the proper referrals. By enabling online tutoring, having outside tutors come to 
the school and offering these services outside of a traditional support staff office, it 
reduces a nontraditional student’s stress, increases the likelihood of passing high-risk 
courses and increases the chances of at-risk students asking for and using the help they 
need (Linder, 2017). Providing these additional services require minimal additional costs 
to the school itself but can be invaluable resources for students. 
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Uniforms. Every student enrolled at Stethoscope School of Health wears uniform 
scrubs to class every single day. Because every program on the campus is a medically-
related major, scrubs are the appropriate attire. The students in the 18-month LPN 
program receive two sets of scrubs, consisting of two scrub shirts with the school logo 
embroidered on them as well as two pairs of scrub pants, all for which they are measured 
during orientation.  Twenty-five percent of the students in the qualitative portion of this 
study recommended that two sets are not enough to last the full 18 months. Some 
students recommended an additional pair at the beginning of the program or one 
replacement set partway through the program to compensate for the wearing and washing 
that occurs with having classes or clinicals five days a week. Other students have 
suggested receiving scrubs for class and ones specifically for clinicals. Many concurred 
with their classmates that two sets of scrubs for 18 months was not enough. Several liked 
the idea of having clinic-specific scrubs and one even suggested they look different in 
order to easily differentiate between them. They said one department instructor suggested 
blue scrubs for the classroom, which is what they currently wear, and either a white or 
yellow pair for clinicals in accordance with school colors. 
 Because the cost of uniforms is built into the students’ tuition at Stethoscope 
School of Health, this is one service the school could provide student without incurring 
any additional expenses, and making the students’ lives a bit easier. 
Rationale for recommendations. The students in the study have made numerous 
suggestions for the program and the school in order to help them persist through the 
program and graduate, but implementing these suggestions comes at a price that students 
are cognizant of and willing to pay. To get the programs they feel they need, study 
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participants suggested billing each student individually for certain services like childcare 
and the gas card if they use them. All of the students interviewed agreed that as long as 
the cost of the courses were priced reasonably, they would be happy to have their tuition 
increase. Though many of these recommendations require additional funding either by 
reallocating current budgetary funds, increasing tuition, or charging for these services 
separately, the benefits of offering these services to students far outweigh the costs, 
according to this study’s participants. Offering these services would enable Stethoscope 
School of Health to alter their advertising and admissions tours to prospective students to 
demonstrate how the school is putting the needs of its students first. These services that 
are based in research and would be implemented to ensure student success from every 
avenue, would be a very attractive and new angle through which to recruit new students 
to this school, thus improving enrollment rates, retention, satisfied students, student 
recommendations and reviews and ultimately profits. 
 Recommendations for For-Profit Colleges as a Whole 
 Though the structure of for-profit colleges follows a typical business model where 
the focus is on the end financial gain rather than the product itself, there are some 
changes that this sector of higher education can alter based on the findings of this study to 
increase retention and the security of its schools. 
 Budget Adjustments. For-profit colleges are known to charge its students more 
in tuition because the only other sources of funding the school receives are through Pell 
Grants and GI Bills (O’Malley, 2012). While that seems justified, for-profit institutions 
generate a 43 percent profit margin on average, spending 23 percent of that alone on 
recruitment and advertising (O’Malley, 2012). Only 17 percent of a typical for-profit 
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college’s budget is spent on instruction and approximately $3,000 is spent on each 
student (O’Malley, 2012). In comparison, community colleges spend an average of 
$7,000 per student and four-year colleges spend $15,000 per student on average 
(O’Malley, 2012). Though more money would be spent per student, profits should not 
decline but would be anticipated increase as the school’s offerings and programs would 
attract and retain more students. 
Students. If a for-profit institution can reallocate its budget to spend more money 
per student for services that will enable them to stay in school, the school will ultimately 
increase profits in the long-term. Services nontraditional students need based on this 
study’s research findings concentrate significantly on transitional skills, such as a 
required FYS course, computer course, and course dedicated to helping nontraditional 
students learn how to balance their personal, professional and academic lives. They also 
seek an impartial person on campus to speak to about various issues, better quality 
equipment, applicable textbooks and assistance with childcare and transportation. 
Offering these services may be allowed to be included in a student’s tuition or billed to 
the student separately, and though it may initially be more difficult to recruit students 
with such a hefty price tag for a 6-month to 2-year program, when they realize the 
support and investment they are receiving from their school, peer-to-peer 
recommendations for enrollment will increase and retention will increase (Bruce-Sanford, 
Heskeyahu, Longo, & Rundles, 2015), thus increasing overall earning potential for the 
school. 
Teachers. Through this study’s findings, teachers have been proven to be a salient 
resource for students whom they need to see more, need to access more for tutoring and 
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would excel with differentiated instruction from these teachers. In for-profit schools, 
however, curriculum is typically standardized, meaning those in the corporate structure of 
the school create all course materials from syllabi to lectures to tests and projects 
(“Proprietary,” 2004). This is done to reduce costs, thus eliminating instructor preparation 
time, however this significantly inhibits a teacher’s freedom to adjust the class to their 
students’ needs and their teaching style (“Proprietary,” 2004). This standardized 
curriculum reduces costs because for-profit schools only compensate instructors for their 
teaching time, not for course preparation, grading, or tutoring (“Proprietary,” 2004). The 
average for-profit school issues associate’s degrees; instructors working full time at a for-
profit school offering associate’s degrees earn $37,000 annually, however 93 percent of 
the instructors are part-time employees without health benefits (“Average,” 2017; 
Magness, 2016). Instructors are also not compensated on a tiered scale for their levels of 
education, years of service or performance; they are required only to have one degree 
higher than the school offers (Magness, 2016). This leads many for-profit instructors to 
work multiple jobs leaving them less time to be on campus for students, and offer less 
tutoring and assistance as they are not compensated for it (Magness, 2016). It also leads 
to teachers not feeling valued, performing at bare minimum, and even becoming lazy 
which only hurts the students (“Proprietary,” 2004; Magness, 2016). Increasing 
compensation for instructors, making them feel valued and important, enabling them to 
choose their own textbooks and create their own course materials, recognizing their 
efforts with students and enabling them to be on campus longer than just for teaching 
hours can significantly benefit the students, enabling them to persist through their 
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program and graduate, thus reducing attrition and loss of profits for the corporate 
structure. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
 Performing this identical study with at least one other LPN program from other 
Stethoscope Schools of Health at one of the other 41 campuses in order to compare the 
data would be valuable to see if these research findings are isolated to just this particular 
campus, or if they are consistent throughout the company. Ideally, replicating this study 
using a random sampling of the programs and remaining 41 locations would be the best 
way to test the consistency and validity of these research findings, however, this may be 
impossible as the face-to-face curriculum is being phased out and entirely replaced with 
the hybrid curriculum. 
 Because there would have to be changes made to the study if it were performed at 
other Stethoscope Schools of Health, it would be better to validate the data if this exact 
study were replicated at other for-profit institutions offering a face-to-face LPN program 
resulting in an associate’s degree. Expanding this study to other programs offered by for-
profit schools can also measure if these issues are isolated to one location and one 
program, or if the tools for persistence among nontraditional students are the same at all 
for-profit institutions. The difference may be if the students feel they are already 
receiving those tools at particular schools or not. 
 Another interesting aspect to explore would be the causes of the bullying 
experiences at this school as well as causes of teacher negativity. It would also be 
interested to conduct a follow-up study after these suggestions were implemented at 
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Stethoscope School of Health to see if they made an impact in retention, grades and 
program completion. 
Limitations 
 Due to time constraints, only one small sub-population at one school was studied 
rather than every student in the entire LPN department or even at the entire school. Those 
in the new hybrid curriculum were also excluded from this study to control for variables 
such as curriculum, instructors, schedules and tutoring, which eliminated a substantial 
number of participants from this study. The participants also excluded a significant male 
population, so comparisons between gender were unable to be made. 
 Some interesting and unexpected findings emerged from the qualitative research 
and due to the sequential mixed methods design, this researchers was unable to 
investigate the extent of those issues in the survey. For example, this researcher did not 
expect students to discuss bullying so much yet the exact cause of the bullying 
interviewees discussed is unknown, as is the cause of the reported teacher negativity that 
students expressed. Finally, there was also no explanation that was able to be provided by 
the students as to why they did not know there was an ELL tutor on campus, which was 
another limitation to the study.  
A final limitation to this study regarded sample size and missing data. There was 
the lack of statistically significant findings between study participants who were FGS and 
those who were not, which contradicted current research. If this study’s sample size were 
larger, it may have yielded more correlations. Additionally, statistics are unavailable 
regarding the exact number of traditional students who are also parents as no agency 
records this information thus it could not be reported in this study.. There is also no 
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method of recording how many traditional students are also ELL as they are often lumped 
into the LD category or not counted at all because either students don’t report their status, 
schools don’t offer ELL support services or the students don’t utilize these services, thus 
this data also could not be reported in this study. These missing pieces of data left this 
researcher unable to compare her research findings against national statistics. 
Summary 
 No one had seen Christina in class for nearly two weeks, and she had only been 
enrolled in school for three weeks. Those inquiring where she was began speculating that 
maybe she was lazy, a lost cause, or just decided to drop, yet no one took the time to find 
out. One teacher hunted Christina down and demanded she come in to talk. She was 
behind in all four of her classes. When she sat down and the teacher asked what was 
going on, Christina began to cry. She didn’t understand her English class because 
Spanish was her first language. The homework in anatomy was so extensive she didn’t 
know where to start. She had already dropped out of college twice and because her 
special education teachers in grade school pushed her through year to year and told her 
she would never amount to anything, let alone survive college, she believed they were 
right. She was so lost she didn’t know where to begin to ask questions. She was afraid 
she would be thought of as stupid if she asked the “wrong” question. She was nervous to 
make mistakes on her homework. So she just stopped trying. She just stopped coming to 
class. She let the fear win. 
Nontraditional students are an undeniable, rapidly growing population in 
postsecondary institutions and Christina’s true story is one that happens regularly at 
proprietary schools all across the United States. Though they have been studied in a 
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limited fashion with community colleges and four-year institutions, studied regarding 
nontraditional students and for-profit institutions are nearly nonexistent. These students 
need and deserve to be understood and must no longer be underrepresented. Educators, 
administrators and stakeholders must understand their target demographic from the 
students’ own perspective in order to implement best practices, programs and procedures 
to best serve these students. They deserve an education. They deserve a career. They 
deserve the service of their school. This study creates a platform to not only fill this gap 
in the literature, but springboard further studies to be conducted in order to learn how 
those in higher education can best serve, retain and graduate this expanding population of 
enrollees. 
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Appendix A – Survey Instrument 
No. ____________ *Please take a photo of your survey number* 
 
Survey of Nontraditional Students at a For-Profit Institution 
READ: Please read all of the questions and options entirely and pick the choice that best 
fits you TODAY.  To choose your answer, circle the number next to your answer or fill 
in the blank.  Make sure to pay attention to any directions within the survey.  The goal of 
this survey is to understand you and your needs as an adult learner at this school better 
SO ANSWERING ALL OF THE QUESTIONS HELPS THE MOST.  Please answer 
all of the questions honestly AND CLEARLY – there are no wrong answers.  Your 
responses are completely anonymous and you may stop at any time.  Thank you so 
much for your time. 
 
 
START TIME:   __________:__________ AM/PM DATE: _______________ 
 
PART A: This part of the survey will ask you questions about your education, struggles 
you may face as a student and about this school.  Make sure to read any additional 
instructions within the survey. 
 
About Your Education  
 
1. How did you complete high school? 
 
1. Received a high school diploma 
2. Received a GED or equivalent 
3. Received a completion certificate 
4. Received a homeschooled diploma 
 
2. In what year did you complete high school?  ________________________ 
 
3. Prior to starting the LPN program, did you begin any other degrees or 
certifications after high school? 
1. yes  continue to question 4 
2. no   skip to question 7 (do not answer questions 4 to 6) 
 
4. Did you complete any degrees or certifications after high school? 
 1. yes  skip to question 7 (do not answer questions 5 or 6) 
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 2. no  continue to question 5 
 
5. Do you feel the following challenges contributed to you not completing the 
degree/certification? (Select all that apply) 
a. Caring for a family while in school   1.   yes  2.  no 
b. Lack of support from family and peers   1.   yes  2.  no 
c. Transportation      1.   yes  2.  no 
d. Childcare       1.   yes  2.  no 
e. The need for more transitional skills   1.   yes  2.  no 
     (time management, test taking, note taking, anxiety, etc.)   
f. Finances       1.   yes  2.  no 
g. Balancing school, work and home    1.   yes  2.  no 
h. Level of difficulty of the coursework   1.   yes  2.  no 
i. Time management with schoolwork   1.   yes  2.  no 
j. Lack confidence in my own abilities    1.   yes  2.  no 
k. Inconvenient class schedule    1.   yes  2.  no 
l. Didn’t like the program     1.   yes  2.  no 
m. Didn’t like the school     1.   yes  2.  no 
n. Inadequate reading, writing, English or math skills 1.   yes  2.  no 
o. Difficulties with classmates    1.   yes  2.  no 
 
6. Of the answers you chose in question number 5, which do you feel were the three 
most significant reasons you didn’t complete the degree/certificate?  (Only circle 3 of 
the choices you picked in question 5) 
 
a. Caring for a family while in school 
b. Lack of support from family and peers 
c. Transportation 
d. Childcare 
e. The need for more transitional skills (time management, test taking, note taking, 
anxiety, etc.)  
226 
 
 
 
f. Finances 
g. Balancing school, work and home 
h. Level of difficulty of the coursework 
i. Time management 
j. Lack confidence in my own abilities  
k. Inconvenient class schedule 
l. Didn’t like the program 
m. Didn’t like the school 
n. Inadequate reading, writing, English or math skills 
o. Difficulties with classmates 
 
7. What is your highest level of education right now? 
1. high school 
2. certification (such as CNA, EMT, etc.) 
3. Associate’s Degree 
4. Bachelor’s Degree 
5. Master’s Degree 
 
8. Before you started this program, how long had it been since you were in school 
last? 
1.  less than 1 year 
2. 1 to 5 years 
3. 6 to 10 years 
4. 11 to 15 years 
5. 16 to 20 years 
6.  more than 21 years 
 
9. What MONTH and YEAR did you begin the LPN program? 
_________________________________ 
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10. What MONTH and YEAR are you supposed to finish your program?  
______________________________  
 
11. Do you expect to graduate with your original cohort? 
 1.  yes 
 2.  no 
 
12. Do you think you will graduate on time? 
1. highly unlikely 
2. unlikely  
3. likely  
4. highly likely 
5. don’t know 
 
13. Do you think you will pass your licensing board exam? 
1. highly unlikely 
2. unlikely  
3. likely  
4. highly likely 
5. don’t know 
 
About You as a Student  
14. Do you feel your teachers support you? 
 1.  strongly disagree 
 2.  somewhat disagree 
 3.  somewhat agree 
 4.  strongly agree 
 
15. How important do you feel teacher support is to your success? 
 1.  not important 
 2.  somewhat important 
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 3.   important 
 4.  very important 
 
16. How often during your program have you been able to get the help you have 
needed from a teacher? 
 1. never 
 2. rarely 
 3. sometimes 
 4. often 
 5. all the time 
 
17. Do you know who your program director is? 
 1. yes  continue to question 17 
 2. no  skip to question 19 (do not answer questions 17 or 18) 
 
18. Do you feel your program director supports you? 
 1.  strongly disagree 
 2.  somewhat disagree 
 3.  somewhat agree 
 4.  strongly agree 
 
19. How important do you feel program director support is to your success? 
 1.  not important 
 2.  somewhat important 
 3.  important 
 4.  very important 
 
20. How often during your program have you needed your program director? 
 1. never 
 2. rarely 
 3. sometimes 
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 4. often 
 5. all the time 
 
21. How often was your program director accessible? 
 1. never 
 2. rarely 
 3. sometimes 
 4. often 
 5. all the time 
22. How often during your program have you needed your program secretary? 
 1. never 
 2. rarely 
 3. sometimes 
 4. often 
 5. all the time 
 
23. How often was your program secretary accessible? 
 1. never 
 2. rarely 
 3. sometimes 
 4. often 
 5. all the time 
 
24. Think back to when you started this program.  How confident in yourself did 
you feel? 
1. not confident  
2. somewhat confident     
3. confident     
4. very confident 
 
25. How much do you think your confidence affects you as a student? 
230 
 
 
 
1. not at all  
2. somewhat     
3. very much 
 
26. What fears have you had as a student here? (Select all that apply) 
a. Failing       1.   yes  2.  no 
b. Too old/too young      1.   yes  2.  no 
c. Technology      1.   yes  2.  no 
d. Not liking the field     1.   yes  2.  no 
e. Not having help (at home or school) when I need it 1.   yes  2.  no 
f. Not being smart enough     1.   yes  2.  no 
g. Not being able to keep up with my classmates  1.   yes  2.  no 
h. Managing all of the work     1.   yes  2.  no 
i. Balancing home/work and school    1.   yes  2.  no 
j. Money for school      1.   yes  2.  no 
k. Other: _________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
27. Of the answers you chose in question number 26, which do you feel were your 
three biggest fears in order?  (Only circle 3 of the answers you chose in question 26) 
 
a. Failing 
b. Too old/too young 
c. Technology 
d. Not liking the field 
e. Not having help (at home or school) when I need it   
f. Not being smart enough 
g. Not being able to keep up with my classmates 
h. Managing all of the work 
i. Balancing home/work and school 
j. Money for school 
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k. Other: _________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
28. Please indicate whether the following factors have been important to your 
success in this program? (Circle all that apply) 
  
 a. Relationships with my teachers    1.   yes  2.  no 
 b. Relationships with my classmates    1.   yes  2.  no 
 c. Teacher accessibility     1.   yes  2.  no 
 d. Tutoring availability     1.   yes  2.  no 
 e. Time management      1.   yes  2.  no 
 f. Support system at school     1.   yes  2.  no 
 g. Support system at home     1.   yes  2.  no 
 h. Program organization     1.   yes  2.  no 
 i. Campus being open late     1.   yes  2.  no 
 j.  On-campus computer access    1.   yes  2.  no 
 
The following questions are about computers and technology.  For each question in 
the following tables, place a check in the box that best answers the question. 
 
Question Never 
1 
Rarely  
2 
Sometimes 
3 
Often 
4 
All the 
Time 
5 
29. How often have 
you had trouble with 
your laptop 
equipment? 
 
     
30. How often during 
the program have you 
had trouble navigating 
computer programs? 
 
     
31. How often during 
the program have you 
felt intimidated by 
using computers? 
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32. How often have 
you needed someone to 
help you understand 
how to do something 
on the computer such 
as, but not limited to, a 
web search, formatting 
a paper or creating a 
PowerPoint for 
example? 
 
     
 
33. Do you have Wifi access at home? 
 1. yes  skip to question 35 (do not answer question 34) 
 2. no  continue to question 34 
 
34. Since you do not have WiFi access at home, where do you most frequently access 
the internet to complete assignments? (Circle all that apply) 
 
 1. The school      1. yes  2. no 
 2. Family or friends’ homes    1. yes  2. no 
 3. Public libraries     1. yes  2. no 
 4. Restaurants/coffee shops    1. yes  2. no 
 5. Other: _____________________________ 1. yes  2. no 
 
35. How is your tuition paid for? 
1. I pay my entire tuition out of pocket 
2. My personal student loans completely cover my tuition 
3. A Pell Grant, GI Bill or state funds completely cover my tuition 
4. I have a combination of grants and loans 
5. A combination of loans and out of pocket 
6. A combination of grants and out of pocket 
7. A combination of grants, loans and out of pocket 
8. Other __________________________________________________________ 
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About Your School - For each question in the following tables, place a check in the 
box that best answers the question. 
 
36. Do you feel you received your next quarter’s course schedule early enough? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
3. Sometimes 
 
37. How often during your program has there been confusion over your classroom 
location? 
 1. never 
 2. rarely 
 3. sometimes 
 4. often 
 5. all the time 
 
38. How often during your program has there been issues with clinical scheduling? 
 1. never 
 2. rarely 
 3. sometimes 
 4. often 
 5. all the time 
 
39. Have you ever used the following services at the school? (Circle all that apply) 
a. Library       1.   yes  2.  no 
b. Online library scholarly databases   1.   yes  2.  no 
c. Computers/Computer lab     1.   yes  2.  no 
d. Career Services      1.   yes  2.  no 
e. Financial Aid      1.   yes  2.  no 
f. Asking a teacher for tutoring help    1.   yes  2.  no 
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g. Mentoring program     1.   yes  2.  no 
 
40. What services do you think you would use if they were offered at the school? 
(Please select all that apply) 
a. Posted teacher office hours    1.   yes  2.  no 
b. Child care services     1.   yes  2.  no 
c. Transportation services     1.   yes  2.  no  
d. Technology tutoring     1.   yes  2.  no 
e. Transitional skills tutoring  (time management, test taking, note taking, 
anxiety, etc.)       1.   yes  2.  no 
f. A course focused just on transitional skills  1.   yes  2.  no 
g. A course focused on just resume writing, interviewing  
and finding a job      1.   yes  2.  no 
h. Counseling services     1.   yes  2.  no 
i. Formal peer mentoring program     1.   yes  2.  no 
j. Having an assigned instructor mentor   1.   yes  2.  no 
k. Extracurricular activities     1.   yes  2.  no 
l.  Clubs, organizations, sports    1.   yes  2.  no 
m.  A central place to go for general questions and issues 1.   yes  2.  no 
n.  A lost and found      1.   yes  2.  no 
o.  Having more places to relax on campus   1.   yes  2.  no 
p.  Other: _________________________________________________________ 
 
41. Of the answers you chose for number 40, what 3 services matter most to you 
being a successful student? (Select 3 of the answers you chose in question 40) 
 
a. Posted teacher office hours 
b. Child care services 
c. Transportation services 
d. Technology tutoring 
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e. Transitional skills (time management, test taking, note taking, anxiety, etc.) 
tutoring 
f. A course focused just on transitional skills 
g. A course focused on just resume writing, interviewing and finding a job 
h. Counseling services 
i. Formal peer mentoring program  
j. Having an assigned instructor mentor 
k. Extracurricular activities 
l.  Clubs, organizations, sports 
m.  A central place to go for general questions and issues 
n.  A lost and found 
o.  Having more places to relax on campus 
p.  Other: _________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
42. What challenges have you faced or currently face in completing your program? 
a. Caring for a family while in school   1.   yes  2.  no 
b. Lack of support from family and peers   1.   yes  2.  no 
c. Transportation      1.   yes  2.  no 
d. Childcare       1.   yes  2.  no 
e. The need for more transitional skills  (time management, test taking, note 
taking, anxiety, etc.)       1.   yes  2.  no 
f. Finances       1.   yes  2.  no 
g. Balancing school, work and home   1.   yes  2.  no 
h. Level of difficulty of the coursework   1.   yes  2.  no 
i. Time management      1.   yes  2.  no 
j. Attendance       1.   yes  2.  no 
k. Lack confidence in my own abilities    1.   yes  2.  no 
l. Counseling services     1.   yes  2.  no 
m. Inconvenient class schedule    1.   yes  2.  no 
n. Inconvenient clinical schedule    1.   yes  2.  no 
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o. Not knowing schedules early enough   1.   yes  2.  no 
p. Not enough breaks/time off through the program  1.   yes  2.  no 
q. Inadequate reading, writing, English or math skills 1.   yes  2.  no 
r. Difficulties with classmates    1.   yes  2.  no 
s. Not knowing who to ask questions to   1.   yes  2.  no 
t. Not feeling my question was answered or resolved 1.   yes  2.  no 
u. Not feeling valued by the school    1.   yes  2.  no 
v. Not feeling like I had someone to talk to   1.   yes  2.  No 
w. Needing teachers during open office hours  1.   yes  2.  no 
 
43. Based on your answers to question 42, what have been your three most 
significant challenges that could/could have impacted your success as a student?  
(Select 3 of the answers you chose from question 42) 
 
a. Caring for a family while in school 
b. Lack of support from family and peers 
c. Transportation 
d. Childcare 
e. The need for more transitional skills (time management, test taking, note 
taking, anxiety, etc.)  
f. Finances 
g. Balancing school, work and home 
h. Level of difficulty of the coursework 
i. Time management 
j. Attendance 
k. Lack confidence in my own abilities  
l. Counseling services 
m. Inconvenient class schedule 
n. Inconvenient clinical schedule 
o. Not knowing schedules early enough 
p. Not enough breaks/time off through the program 
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q. Inadequate reading, writing, English or math skills 
r. Difficulties with classmates 
s. Not knowing who to ask questions to 
t. Not feeling my question was answered/issue was resolved 
u. Not feeling valued by the school 
v. Not feeling like I had someone to talk to 
w. Needing teachers during open office hours 
 
PART B:  This part of the survey will ask you questions about your support systems and 
your success as a student.  For each question in the following tables, place a check in the 
box that best answers the question. 
 
About Your Happiness   
 
Question Not 
Important 
1 
Somewhat 
Important  
2 
Important 
3 
Very 
Important 
4 
44.  How important is it 
for your success as a 
student for you to 
interact with your 
instructor outside of 
class? 
 
    
45. How important is it 
for your success as a 
student for you to get 
tutoring when you need 
it? 
 
    
46. How important is it 
for your success as a 
student for you to take an 
active part in your 
classes? 
 
    
47. How important is it 
for your success as a 
student for you to feel 
comfortable enough to 
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ask for tutoring when 
you need it? 
 
48. How important is it 
for your success as a 
student for you to get to 
know students in other 
programs? 
 
    
49. How important is it 
for your success as a 
student for you to be able 
to utilize campus services 
in the evenings and on 
weekends? 
    
 
 
Question Not  
Satisfied 
1 
Somewhat 
Satisfied  
2 
Satisfied 
3 
Very 
Satisfied 
4 
50.  How satisfied are you 
with interactions with 
instructors outside of 
class? 
 
    
51. How satisfied are you 
with receiving tutoring 
when you ask for it? 
 
    
52. How satisfied are you 
with taking part in class? 
    
 
 
About Your Support System  
 
Question Strongly 
Disagree 
1 
Somewhat 
Disagree 
2 
Somewhat 
Agree 
3 
Strongly 
Agree 
4 
Does 
Not 
Apply 
5 
53.  Do you feel your 
parents support you 
being in school? 
 
     
54. Do you feel your 
spouse/partner 
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supports you being in 
school? 
 
55. Do you feel your 
friends are 
supportive of you 
being in school? 
     
 
 
PART C:  This final part of the survey asks you basic demographic questions about you 
and your family.   
About You   
56.How old are you?    _____________________years 
 
57. What gender do you associate yourself with? 
 1. male 
2.  female 
3. transgender 
4. do not identify as male, female or transgender 
 
58. What racial background do you associate yourself with? (Please select all that 
apply) 
1.White/Caucasian 
2. Hispanic or Latino 
3. Black or African American 
4. American Indian or Alaska Native 
5. Asian 
6. Native Hawaiian 
7. Other Pacific Islander 
8. Other 
 
59. What is your best estimate of your annual household income; this means the 
total of how much everyone in your home earns a year? 
240 
 
 
 
 
1. $0 to $20,999 
2. $21,000 to $30,999 
3. $31,000 to $40,999 
4. $41,000 to $50,999 
5. $51,000 to $60,999 
6. $61,000 to $70,999 
7. $71,000 to $80,999 
8. more than $81,000 
9. I don’t know 
 
60. What is your best estimate of your personal annual household income; this 
means how much just you earn a year? 
 
1. $0 to $20,999 
2. $21,000 to $30,999 
3. $31,000 to $40,999 
4. $41,000 to $50,999 
5. $51,000 to $60,999 
6. $61,000 to $70,999 
7. $71,000 to $80,999 
8. more than $81,000 
 
61. Do you work while you are in school? 
 1. yes  continue to question 60 
 2. no  skip to question 61 (do not answer question 60) 
 
62. In a typical week, how many hours do you work considering all jobs you may 
have?   ____________hours 
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About Your Family  
 
63. Do you have children who live in your household? 
 1. yes  continue to question 64 
 2. no  skip to question 68 (do not answer questions 64 through 67) 
 
64. How many children live in your household?  _______________________children 
 
65. Based on the number of children living with you, list each of their ages.  
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
66. At any point during the program, have you had trouble finding childcare? 
 1. yes  continue to question 67 
 2. no  skip to question 68 (do not answer question 67) 
 
67. How often has finding childcare impacted your attendance by either making you 
late or having to miss class? 
1. Never 
 2. Rarely 
 3. Sometimes 
 4. Often 
 5. All the time 
 
68. What is your current marital status (if you are engaged, please circle single)? 
1. Single 
2. Married 
3. Separated 
4. Divorced 
5. Widowed 
6. Not Married but Living with Partner 
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69. Are you the first in your immediate family to attend college? 
 1. yes 
 2. no 
 
70. What is/was your mother’s highest level of education? 
1. less than high school 
2. high school 
3. certification (such as CNA, EMT, etc.) 
4. Associate’s Degree 
5. Bachelor’s Degree 
6. Master’s Degree 
7. Doctorate 
 
71. What is/was your father’s highest level of education? 
1. less than high school 
2. high school 
3. certification (such as CNA, EMT, etc.) 
4. Associate’s Degree 
5. Bachelor’s Degree 
6. Master’s Degree 
7. Doctorate 
 
72. Have any of your aunts, uncles, or grandparents completed a college degree? 
 1. yes 
 2. no 
 3. I don’t know 
 
73. On average in good weather, how long is your commute to school? 
_____________ minutes/hours 
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END TIME:   __________:__________ AM/PM 
 
 
~Thank you so much for your honesty and participation!~ 
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Appendix B - How Survey Questions Were Created 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 NCES  
 
 
University 
of 
Colorado  
 
 
NAP 
Equity  
 
 
Original 
Questions  
 
Based on 
Literature 
Original 
Questions  
 
Based on 
Tacit 
Knowledge 
US 
Census  
 
 
Survey 
Question 
Numbers 
1, 3, 4, 
7, 8, 9, 
10, 14, 
15, 16, 
18, 19, 
20, 21, 
24, 25, 
26, 27, 
35, 53, 
54, 55, 
58, 59, 
60, 64, 
67, 68, 
70, 71 
 
14, 15, 16, 
18, 19, 20, 
21, 39, 40, 
41, 44, 45, 
46, 47, 48, 
49, 50, 51, 
52 
3, 4, 7, 
29, 30, 
31, 32, 
33, 34, 
35, 40, 
41, 42, 
43, 56, 
57, 62 
5, 6, 12, 
13, 26, 27, 
28, 61, 63, 
65, 66, 69, 
72 
9, 10, 11, 
17, 22, 23, 
36, 37, 38, 
59, 60, 73 
58, 59, 
60 
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Appendix C  – Participant Recruitment Flyer 
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Appendix D – Interview Protocol 
Nontraditional Student at a For-Profit College Interview Protocol 
Introductory Information:   Thank you for volunteering to take part in this interview.  
This research is being conducted to find out what nontraditional students need in college, 
especially at for-profit colleges, with the hopes that understanding the student population 
better may result in ways we can help students like you stay in school and graduate.  To 
help me take notes, this interview will be digitally recorded.  So you know, only I will 
have access to this recording and no one else will ever know you participated in this 
interview, let alone your answers, as I must ethically keep everything confidential.  The 
interview should last about an hour.  During that time, all I need is your absolute honesty.  
Your answers in no way will help or hurt you as a student as all the information I collect 
has to be kept secret.  Please feel free to ask me to repeat or explain any questions that 
you may not understand.  You may also stop this interview at any time, but I will keep 
any answers you have already provided prior to that.  After all of these interviews, I will 
use the information to find things all of the students interviewed have in common.  I will 
report my findings, but no one will ever know what answers you personally gave or that 
you personally were involved in this.  I will also make recommendations to for-profit 
schools based on the information you help give me. 
 
1. Why did you choose to attend this school? 
2. Why did you choose to major in the LPN program? 
3. What factors do you feel have enabled you to succeed and make it this far into the 
program? 
4. Before starting school here, how long had it been since you were in school? 
5. What made you decide to come back to school at all? 
6. Please describe any struggles you have faced here as a student. 
7. Please describe any struggles you have faced in your personal life while being a 
student. 
8. What are the biggest or hardest struggles for you to overcome in order to stay in 
school? 
9. What do you feel a teacher’s role is in your education? 
10. Please describe your positive and/or negative experiences with your teachers. 
11. How long have you been in the program so far? 
12. Have you wanted to or seriously considered dropping out at any point? 
a. If yes, please describe what got you to that point 
i. Please describe what made you stay 
b. If no, what do you think prevented that? 
13. How well do you feel you adapted to college life when you started this program? 
14. What motivates you to stay in school? 
15. What makes it hard for you to stay in school? 
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16. Please describe the facilities/departments/people at the school that have helped 
you. 
17. Are there any facilities/departments/people you wish the school had? 
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Appendix E – Participant Informed Consent 
Drexel University Consent to Take Part In a Research Study 
1. Title of research study: Factors Positively Influencing Perisistance and Program 
Completion for Nontraditional Students Enrolled at a For-Profit Postsecondary Institution 
2. Researcher: Dr. Jennifer Adams 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study 
We invite you to take part in a research study because you are attending a for-profit 
college and are an adult learner 
4. What you should know about a research study 
Someone will explain this research study to you. Whether or not you take part is up to 
you. You can choose not to take part. You can agree to take part now and change your 
mind later. If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, talk to 
the research team at jha46@drexel.edu 
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board (IRB). 
An IRB reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the rights and welfare 
of humans subjects taking part in the research.  You may talk to them at (215) 762-3944 
or email HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 
You cannot reach the research team. 
You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
 
6. Why is this research being done? 
Adult learners have different needs than “traditional” college students and investigating 
what nontraditional students feel they need to succeed can help for-profit schools 
implement programs to better support these students so they graduate.  Though this topic 
is Ms. MacDonald’s choice, having to do the research itself is a graduation requirement 
for her to receive her doctorate from Drexel University. 
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7. How long will the research last? 
The research itself will last for a few months until all data collection ends and the results 
are analyzed.  Your participation should not be needed beyond answering the survey and 
completing the interview. 
8. How many people will be studied? 
We expect about 15 people here will be interviewed in this research study out of 42 
people in the entire study who were surveyed   
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
You will be contacted to schedule a day and time to meet on campus to be interviewed.  
The interview will last approximately 1 hour and take place in an empty classroom on 
campus for confidentiality. You will only need to be interviewed once. You will be 
interviewed by Kris MacDonald. The interview will be recorded on a computer only for 
accuracy purposes when analyzing the answers. The interview will be conducted after 
you have completed an anonymous survey, but Ms. MacDonald will not know your 
survey answers prior to the interview. No one will ever know your responses to the 
questions; Ms. MacDonald is required to keep all of your answers confidential. Following 
the interview, Ms. MacDonald will never acknowledge with you or anyone else that you 
took part in the study to ensure your privacy. Any answer you provide during the 
interview ethically cannot be held against you in any way in class or otherwise 
 
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you: Follow the investigator’s or 
researcher’s instructions, Answer all questions honestly, Ask for clarification if you don’t 
understand a question, Do not create answers based on what you think the researcher 
wants to hear – your story and honesty is what is important, Remember there are no 
wrong or “damaging” answers 
 
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You may decide not to take part in the research and it will not be held against you.  
 
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time it will not be held 
against you.  Any answers that you may have given up to the point of changing your 
mind will still be included in the data. 
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13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There are no physical risks like pain or discomfort.  You may experience some emotional 
reactions based on the questions you are asked.   
14. Do I have to pay for anything or receive any money while I am on this study? 
There is no financial cost to you for participating in this study.  You will also not be 
compensated in any way for your participation. 
 
15. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
We cannot promise any benefits to you or others personally from your taking part in this 
research. However, possible future benefits include program/school/company changes to 
better support your needs as a student once they are known.  
 
16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Others will only find out you participated in the study or your answers if you choose to 
tell them.  All of the information you will provide will be encrypted and filed in a locked 
cabinet so your privacy will be kept throughout the entire process.   
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information including research study 
records to people who have a need to review this information. We cannot promise 
complete secrecy. Organizations that may inspect and copy your information include the 
IRB and other representatives of Drexel University.  
We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your name and other 
identifying information confidential. 
 
17. What else do I need to know? 
This research study is being done by a doctoral student of Drexel University.   
 
18. When will I know the results of the study? 
The results of this study will be published in Ms. MacDonald’s dissertation pending 
committee approval through Drexel University. 
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Appendix F – Survey and Interview Questions Correlated With Research Questions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Research 
Question 1 
Research 
Question 2 
Research 
Question 3 
Research 
Question 4 
Quantitative 
Survey 
Question 
Number 
1, 2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 
11, 12, 30, 31, 
32, 35, 48, 54, 
56, 57, 58, 59, 
60, 61, 62, 63, 
64, 65, 68, 69, 
70, 71, 72 
 
5, 6, 13, 24, 
25, 26, 28, 43, 
49, 53, 54, 55, 
66, 67, 73 
14, 15, 16, 18, 
19, 20, 21, 28, 
44, 45, 46, 47, 
50, 51, 52 
28, 29, 34, 36, 
37, 38, 39, 40, 
41, 42 
Qualitative 
Survey 
Question 
Number 
 
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 12 6, 8, 11, 13 5, 7, 9, 10 14, 15, 16 
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Appendix G – Qualitative Codebook 
Parent Code Child Code 
 
Definition 
Nontraditional 
 
NT@ Meets the criteria to be considered a 
nontraditional student 
For-Profit 
 
FP@ Student chose the school or program 
because of word of mouth, ease to 
get in, shorter program, degree, 
flexibility, into workforce faster, 
small class size or other FP 
characteristics 
Personal Issues 
   
 
Childcare KID@ Student has some kind of childcare 
issue while in school  
Finances FIN@ Student identified some kind of 
financial issue while in school 
 
Negative 
Emotions 
NE@ Student identified some kind of 
negative emotion (ie: lack of 
confidence, frustration, fear, 
overwhelmed, intimidated, guilt, 
etc.) as an issue while in school  
Transportation CAR@ Student identified an issue with 
transportation as a barrier to student 
success  
Other OPI@ Student stated some other kind of 
personal issue that impacted school 
Academic Issues 
   
 
Anxiety ANX@ Student stated some kind of anxiety 
caused issues for them academically 
 
Balance BAL@ Student identified some issue with 
balancing school and another 
responsibility (ie: family, work, etc.)  
ELL ELL@ Student identified themselves as 
being a non-native English speaker  
 
Financial Aid FA@ Student stated some kind of issue or 
unmet need from Financial Aid 
department 
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Learning 
Disabilities 
LD@ Student identified that they have a 
learning disability that impacted 
school in some way  
Self-Teaching ST@ Student stated that they 
inappropriately had to teach 
themselves material  
Teachers AIT@ Student identified some conflict or 
issue with a teacher as an issue that 
somehow negatively affected school 
success  
Time 
Management 
TM@ Student stated they had some 
issue(s) with time management 
while in school  
Transitional 
Skills 
TS@ Student struggled with transitioning 
into the classroom (ie: being ready 
for the classroom, reading a 
syllabus, handling all of the 
information)  
Other OAI@ Student stated some other kind of 
academic issue that impacted school 
Teachers 
   
 
Better 
Clinically 
BC@ Student stated that they felt an 
instructor was more effective 
clinically than didactically  
Ineffective IE@ Student stated that they felt the 
instructor was ineffective either in 
the classroom or in dealings with 
students  
Inconsistent INC@ Student stated that they felt the 
instructor was inconsistent either in 
the classroom or in dealings with 
students  
Negative 
Behavior 
NB@ Student stated that they felt 
behaviors exhibited by instructors 
were inappropriate, rude, negative, 
or detrimental in some way  
Skilled SKIL@ Student stated that they teacher 
either a) was skilled in the subject 
area or b) needed to be more skilled  
Supportive SUPP@ Student stated that they felt the 
teacher was either supportive or 
could have been more supportive 
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Unavailable MIA@ Student stated that teachers were 
unavailable when they needed them 
or didn't follow through with 
promises  
Unprofessional UNP@ Student stated that the instructor 
acted unprofessionally in some way, 
or needed to be more professional 
Tools to Success 
   
 
Classmates CLASS@ Student stated classmates were a 
source of support 
 
Extrinsic 
Motivation 
EM@ Student named some external factor 
to motivate them through school 
 
Face-to-Face 
Instruction 
FFI@ Student stated that face-to-face 
interactions with their instructors 
helped school success  
Hands-On HO@ Student stated they learn best by 
doing things, or identified 
themselves as "hands-on" learners  
Lecture 
Materials 
LM@ Student stated some kind of notes, 
handouts, study guides, examples, 
etc. were very helpful to them  
Intrinsic 
Motivation 
IM@ Student identified some kind of 
internal force motivating them to 
succeed at school  
Personal 
Support 
PSUP@ Student identified some element in 
their personal lives that aided them 
in being successful  
Positive 
Feelings 
PF@ Student identified own personal 
positive feelings that motivated 
them through school  
School 
Support 
SSUP@ Student found some kind of support 
from the school staff as a whole 
 
Teacher Office 
Hours 
OH@ Student identified the need for or 
issue with teacher office hours 
Suggestions 
   
 
Career 
Development 
CD@ Student suggested some kind of 
career help be implemented 
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Childcare CC@ Student suggested some kind of 
childcare assistance be implemented 
 
Computer 
Class 
COMP@ Student suggested a computer class 
be implemented in the curriculum 
 
Consistency CON@ Student suggested structure and 
consistency with various elements 
of their program  
Counselor CO@ Student suggested some kind of on-
campus counseling program be 
implemented  
Curriculum CUR@ Student suggested an element of the 
program curriculum be adjusted, 
including length of classes/program  
FYS FYS@ Student suggested component of a 
first-year seminar course be 
implemented  
Medical 
Terminology 
MT@ Student suggested a Medical 
Terminology course be implemented 
in the curriculum  
Schedules SD@ Student suggested an element of 
their schedule or receipt of 
schedules be changes  
Textbooks TXT@ Student suggested a textbook be 
changed 
 
Transportation 
Help 
TRAN@ Student suggested some kind of 
transportation assistance be 
implemented  
Learning Style LS@ Student suggested they learn about 
they own learning style, or material 
be adapted to various learning styles  
Tutoring TUT@ Student suggested a change in 
tutoring 
 
Uniforms UNI@ Student suggested a change in the 
uniform policy/issuance 
 
Other OSUG@ Student had another kind of 
suggestion 
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Appendix H – Qualitative Code Frequencies 
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0
5
10
15
20
25
Times Mentioned
Childcare 2
Finances 13
Negative Emotions 21
Transportation 5
Other 2
Overall Frequency of Personal Issue Codes 
During Interviews (n=16)
Appendix I – Qualitative Frequency of Personal Issue Codes 
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0
5
10
15
20
25
Times Mentioned
Anxiety 6
Balance 22
ELL 10
Financial Aid 4
Learning Disability 6
Self-Teaching 24
Teachers 4
Time Management 6
Transitional Skills 11
Other 11
Overall Frequency of Academic Issue Codes 
During Interviews (n=16)
Appendix J – Qualitative Frequency of Academic Issue Codes 
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0
5
10
15
20
25
Times Mentioned
Better Clinically 7
Ineffective 14
Inconsistent 7
Negative Behavior 24
Skilled 22
Supportive 25
Unavailable 24
Unprofessional 12
Overall Frequency of Teacher Codes During 
Interviews (n=16)
Appendix K – Qualitative Frequency of Teacher Codes 
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0
2
4
6
8
10
12
14
16
18
Times Mentioned
Classmates 7
Extrinsic Motivation 13
Face-to-Face Instruction 16
Hands-On Learning 16
Lecture Materials 17
Intrinsic Motivation 13
Personal Support 9
Positive Feelings 5
School Support 4
Teacher Office Hours 7
Overall Frequency of Tools to Success Codes 
During Interviews (n=16)
Appendix L – Qualitative Frequency of Tools to Success 
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0
2
4
6
8
10
12
14
16
18
20
Times Mentioned
Career Development Class 5
Childcare 10
Computer Class 6
Consistency 8
Counselor 7
Curriculum 16
FYS Class 18
Learning Styles 16
Medical Terminology Class 12
Schedules 20
Textbooks 10
Transportation 10
Tutoring 11
Uniforms 4
Other 13
Overall Frequency of Suggestion Codes 
During Interviews (n=16)
Appendix M – Qualitative Frequency of Overall Suggestion Codes 
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Appendix N – Study Site’s Letter of Consent 
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Appendix O – CITI Certification 
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Appendix P – IRB Approval Letter 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
